
  
    [image: KLAXON OVERDRIVE SUPERNOVA]
  


  
    
      KLAXON OVERDRIVE SUPERNOVA

    

    
      
        Damien Boyes

      

    

    
      A Reszoverse Novel

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22:53:43 // 03-Jun-2042

          

        

      

    

    
      Dodge pried his hand off the boat’s railing and pressed a finger to his neck. Either his heart had stopped or it was pounding so fast he couldn’t feel it.

      He shouldn’t have taken that fourth dose.

      Though, what was he supposed to do? Three pills weren’t enough anymore. And if not for the sheer weight of the chemicals stepping on his nerves, he wouldn’t have been out there with the lake air blasting in his face.  

      This was it, the moment he’d been dreading. Months of planning ended here. It’d be over in an hour, just an hour. He only had to keep from collapsing into a molten panic attack for the next sixty minutes while he stole a reclusive billionaire philanthropist rock god’s DNA out from under him—then it would all be done and he’d trade his score for the peace of a brand-new brain. One with the replactor chaos and the day at the beach and every other tragedy he’d ever suffered carved clean from his life. He’d never worry about anything ever again.

      One way or another, his whole existence was about to change. Which terrified him. Because if he didn’t hold it together and they figured out what he was up to … 

      Well, misery has no depths and all, he knew that firsthand, but he’d been plummeting for years, and was close enough to see the jagged spikes rushing up at him. The bottom was coming fast, and this was his last parachute. 

      If he messed this up, even as excruciating as his life was now, he knew the impact would kill him. It was this or swallow a fistful of pills.    

      Even still, even knowing what was at stake, his hysterical nervous system screamed at him to jump over the railing, to bail now and swim to safety. His eyes shot to the black water, then to the glowing shore half a klick away. 

      Instead he faced back toward the island and squeezed the railing in a death grip. Too late for that. With his luck he’d drown and the seagulls would feast on his waterlogged carcass.   

      What am I doing? He wasn’t built for this, he was no actor. He had enough trouble just being himself, how was he supposed to convince anyone he was a world-famous journalist. He should have found someone else to handle the face-to-face part.

      He was spinning, knew he was spinning, and fought to throttle down his ever-revving brain. He’d worked through every step, over and over. There was no other option. It had to be him. Who else is there? Dodge only had one friend, and he was already involved—which meant hiring outside help. A mercenary. A criminal. A talker—someone who considered conning old ladies out of their life savings a viable career path. 

      As hard as he’d worked to get here, he didn’t trust a criminal not to disappear with the score once it was all over.

      No, he knew it had to be him, knew there was no other way, but even absolute certainty and a fistful of antianxiety medication weren’t enough to keep his hyperactive nerves from wringing him out.  

      Fear crawling up his throat, Dodge plucked his mobile from his jacket, put the bud in his ear, and thumbed redial. It was risky, he knew that someone might overhear, but he hoped the engine noise would mask his voice. Not that he had a choice—not even off the boat yet and already seconds away from flipping out and abandoning the entire plan. He needed someone to talk him off the ledge.

      Len answered instantly, his head on the phone’s screen mostly teeth and bushy ginger hair. Pale blue light leaked from the curve of monitors surrounding him, casting a deathly pallor on his skin.

      “And there he is—boom. Now you owe me a thousand more,” Len said, flashing his wide grin.

      “What?” Dodge hissed, trying to keep his voice down. “No, not now, I—no way are you gettin’ a bigger cut. You’re a contractor on this one, this is my score—Fuck Len, I can’t believe I’m two seconds away from this and you’re haggling. Listen to me.” Dodge’s throat constricted, his voice an octave from shattering. “Do I sound like someone who wants to fucking haggle?”

      Len rolled his eyes. “Calm down, Laverne, would ya? This ain’t about a bigger cut. The thousand is the price you pay for being as predictable as my morning dump.” He pointed down. “See that little white envelope on the bottom of your screen there? It’s a message. From me. Betting you’d check in to make sure I had everything secure, even though you know perfectly well it is, and if we had a problem, you wouldn’t have to call me to hear about it. You’re about to hit the island, ain’t you, and about to load your drawers with dookie. You think about swimming home already?”

      “Something might have happened ... How am I supposed to know?” Dodge moaned, skipping right over Len knowing exactly what he’d been thining. “Maybe Entropy’s onto us, maybe they found that dataphage you let loose in their systems and they already know all about us and the reason you didn’t call to warn me I’m about to walk into an ambush is because you’re dead, because Entropy stormed your office and killed you and now I’m walking into an island full of fucking Patriots juiced up and jumping to shoot me until I’m unrecognizable as human. I can’t handle guns, Len, I can’t. Those things, they just fuckin’ go off—” 

      He only stopped talking because lack of oxygen sent sparks across his vision.

      Len’s patient smile jittered, and Dodge had to squeeze his phone to stop his hand from shaking. How would he ever convince anyone he was a world-class reporter? This plan was not going to work.  

      “Fine, you win,” Dodge finally said. He took a breath. “Please convince me, one more time, that everything will be okay.”

      Laughter shook Len’s camera. “You got the shortest memory of any genius I ever met. Come on. Have I ever let you down?” 

      “No, but we’ve never tried anything this risky before, that’s the difference, and if this gets hashed I’ll be the one breathing recycled air for the rest of my life.” He fixed his eyes on the camera. “I can’t go to jail.”

      “Settle down,” Len wheezed, rolling his eyes. “Klaxon’s people are so excited by the content I sent them they’re on perma-clench. I’ve got them believing this doc they think you’re making will win the Pulitzer, and with Klaxon’s upcoming movie in full feed blitz mode, they’re looking for all the juice they can get. They know you’re a little eccentric, which honestly I think helped sell the whole thing. They like you’re weird, works with their brand. I got your cover solid and the rep bumped high enough no one will think twice about you. So just keep yourself punched in to semi-normal, ask the questions like we practiced, and you’ll be fine. I got external security cameras rerouting here, and the internals’ll be scrubbed shiny by the dataphage. As long as your little contraption works, you’ll be in and out and the only evidence will be memory. Besides, who the hell’s gonna remember you? You’re nobody.” Len tapped his head, and his finger plunged knuckle-deep into his hair. “Convinced?”

      Dodge relaxed a fraction. Good as it would get. 

      I can do this. He just had to keep telling himself that.

      “Did you take your medicine?” Len asked.

      Len had no idea he’d been taking his tryptoxetine at triple the recommended dosage since they started planning this job. 

      “Would I be standing here otherwise?” 

      “Good, ’cause once you walk in those doors you got no one to help you but you—which means you’ll need all the help you can get. Now pull yourself together. And mop that head of yours. Pulitzer Prize winners rarely conduct interviews soaking in flop sweat.”

      Len’s face winked from the screen. He was not good at pep talks, but it didn’t matter now, the automated craft was pulling up to the dock. No turning back.

      Dodge dragged his sleeve across his forehead, smoothed his collar, bent and picked up his case. He was an anxious, sweaty mess with four days’ worth of medication buzzing in his head, and the hard part hadn’t even started. He had to move now before his nerve snapped and flung him home, damn the consequences. 

      Dodge kept his eyes on his feet as he stepped off the boat and crossed the dock to the polished concrete path. After a three count he forced himself to look up, and his mouth immediately filled with bile. Everything was too perfect, like he’d stepped into a digital simulation. The grass was deep green and impossibly uniform, one smooth texture across the lawn. Glowing orchids lined the path ahead, casting a greasy moonlight sheen all the way up to the immense building in the center of the island: an otherworldly silver spike that seemed to pierce the night sky. 

      The scale of it left him queasy.

      The building had an official name: Entropy Skyreach Tower. But everyone just called it the Needle. 

      Built on a man-made island off the Toronto shore, the Needle was a hundred and fifty stories tall and impossible to access casually. Tourists couldn’t just walk in for selfies with the kids. Rooms weren’t available at any price. Hell, even the cops needed to make an appointment to get across the single-lane service bridge connecting the island to the mainland. No one got close without an invite, and yet here he was, one of the chosen few, trembling in his sweat-soaked underwear and wishing he was anywhere else. 

      The Needle existed solely for the use of one man—Klaxon Overdrive—the single-most beloved celebrity the world had ever known. Second only to images of the sun in terms of global recognition. But Klaxon wasn’t satisfied with incalculable fame and wealth as an entertainment juggernaut. As a hobby, he’d taken up the challenge of saving the world. 

      He chaired development groups teaching creaking democracies how to leverage technology to save themselves from crumbling into authoritarianism, helped create economic restructuring programs for inescapably debt-ridden communities, and set up self-sustaining micro-economies in climate-ravaged slums. He’d moved so far past celebrity he was a burnt offering away from divinity, and far, far too important to risk ever going out in public.  

      But Dodge wasn’t just some low-level mozzy snatching a celebrity blood sample off the street. This was full-blown corporate espionage. The whole complex, the island and everything on it—including Klaxon Overdrive himself—belonged to Entropy Inc., a company that had scientifically perfected the art of making money. Pharma. Biotech. Genetics. Communications. Energy. Retail. Entertainment. Manufacturing. They did everything. And Klaxon was the face of it all.

      They owned him outright. Performance rights, likeness, digital and analogue—everything down to his genes—in perpetuity and beyond. Klaxon was their golden goose, and they kept him and his precious genetic code locked safely away in a silver tower, completely protected from all harm and outside influence. 

      In the world of underground genome trading, Klaxon Overdrive’s g-code was the elusive white whale, the sample no one had ever sequenced, and Dodge was about to harpoon the prize. As long as he could keep from imploding under the stress.

      At this point he figured his prospects were about fifty-fifty. 

      Finally, unable to stall any longer, Dodge shuffled up the path toward the building. His already straining nerves spasmed when he reached the end and realized the path didn’t lead anywhere, dead-ending at a smooth unbroken reflection of the grey night sky and dazzling city lights. Still he kept walking, and as he approached, the blank wall stretched and separated, like vertical lips. He shuddered at the gruesome images that leapt across his mind, then gulped and stepped through anyway.

      The silver doors sealed behind him, and a burst of frosty air swept over his body, frozen fingers invading his clothes and tickling his skin as though searching for something. He looked up and then, overcome by vertigo, dropped his gaze immediately back to the gleaming floor. The lobby seemed to be alive, like he had walked into the innards of a giant metal beast. Furniture flowed seamlessly into the walls, which arced up into hallways that branched off like arteries. Three mammoth, bone-like supports stretched up and merged with the distant ceiling. A horseshoe of elevator shafts rose like a spinal column in the center of the room. And, most disconcertingly, a rippling gradient of light radiated from the surface of the walls, from floor to ceiling—as though the room was breathing. 

      Klaxon’s image was everywhere, shining out from the walls and on holograms striding across the floor. Klaxon in an open stadium, holding a microphone to his lips, surrounded by a million screaming fans. Klaxon walking with the Pope. Klaxon teaching a group of kids in sharp new uniforms. Klaxon looking pensive as he sat with the president, chewing on the end of a pen. There was no mistaking who lived here. And every shot of Klaxon’s perfect face was a reminder of exactly what the stakes were. He’d never get this close again.  

      Len’s cover ID must have worked, because no one ran to intercept him. As a matter of fact, the lobby was completely deserted except for a young man behind the reception desk. His projection lenses were the same silver color as his suit, which was the same color as everything else around him. Dodge had assumed the place would be lousy with security and scurrying minions, that he’d be strip-searched and questioned, but so far it had been easy. Too easy. 

      Where is everyone? 

      The clerk kept his eyes fixed on the doors while Dodge approached, as if expecting someone more important to enter at any second. 

      “I have an … um … appointment to interview Mr. Overdrive,” Dodge said as he finished his trek across the lobby. He’d thought an eleven o’clock in the evening meet time was odd, but apparently Klaxon was a night owl, which suited Dodge fine. He barely slept anyway.

      The clerk wrinkled his nose and twitched his silver-tipped fingers. His eyes glowed blue as the projection lenses activated. 

      “Yes, Mr. … Tiberius?” He pronounced the name as though it contained an overdose of a carcinogenic artificial sweetener.

      Dodge nodded, not trusting his voice, and scanned the lobby again. He didn’t like being the only one there. He was too exposed. If something went wrong, there was nowhere to run. No one to hide behind.

      “I have your appointment confirmation here,” the clerk said. “Mr. Overdrive is, as always, in the penthouse. Please take the express elevator at the center of the hub. Your biometrics have been recorded and authorized for one round trip.” 

      “Where’s …?” Dodge cleared his throat. “Am I the only one here?” 

      “You are Mr. Overdrive’s only registered guest this evening.”

      “I thought there would be—” 

      “Mr. Overdrive does not like to be kept waiting.” The clerk gestured toward the elevators, then shuddered and blinked from existence. 

      A projection? A fucking projection? 

      How had he not noticed he was talking to a clerk-shaped beam of light? A premonitory quake ran thorough him: they were onto him. Entropy knew who he was and this was all about to come crashing down. That’s why the place was empty—they were avoiding collateral damage.

      He’d spent the past six months obsessing about exactly how fucked this could get, imagined every excruciating detail. First, the world would finally learn where the fugitive Montrose Dodgson had been hiding. And after the feed vultures picked the few remaining shiny bits out of his sanity, they’d lock him in a tiny cell and forget about him until he died, at which point someone would edit together a fifteen-second memorial clip scored by sad piano music, relating how Montrose Douglas Dodgson—architect of the Replactor Scandal and for a brief period in the mid twenty-first century the most-hated man on the planet—had died alone and forgotten in prison. 

      He shook his head. Why couldn’t he just stop thinking? No one was coming to get him.

      Just go. Get it over with.

      Case hanging from his shoulder, Dodge scurried over to the central elevator pod. The sight of it was enough to constrict his throat like the neck of a balloon pulled tight, and he inhaled with a shrill wheeze. Fighting the stronger-than-ever urge to turn and run, he crossed the elevator threshold and stepped into the enclosed space.

      He took a breath and waited. It wasn’t so bad. An elevator ride laced with gut-wrenching claustrophobia was nothing compared to what waited for him at the top. And on the bright side, this would be the last time he ever had to endure the nauseous agony of entering a cramped space. Well, once more—he still had to come back down—but when he finished the job and was richer than he’d ever need, he’d make sure the doctors scrubbed the claustrophobia out of his brain while they were cleaning up the rest of the garbage in there.

      Dodge turned to face the doors as they squeezed shut on the empty lobby. The pod dropped minutely and then, with a single peristaltic undulation, shot skyward.

      The elevator greeted him by name. Its voice—smooth and emotionless—explained the technology behind the elevator itself. 

      You are riding on a cushion of air, it told him. No wires, no cables. A silver pea in a more than kilometer-high straw, the only way to facilitate a single unbroken elevator ride in such a tall structure. A vacuum pump sucked the air from the top of the shaft, pulling the elevator up, and the pressurized air below kept it afloat when the elevator came to a stop. 

      His mind rebelled, trying to force a protective shutdown before the urge to flee became too much to bear and he shredded his fingers trying to claw through the elevator walls. He was being held up by air? Not four or five redundant cable systems? How could air hold anything up? 

      Somewhere, in the strangled rational part of his mind, he knew that pneumatic elevators were completely safe, but the runaway terror was in control, bending his thoughts toward his impending doom. With his will gone, his only protection from an implosion of ego-shattering anxiety was the tryptoxetine, the thin pharmaceutical shield that kept him from living his life curled in a frightened, quivering ball. 

      He squeezed his fists and pinched his eyes shut. Just a few more seconds.

      Dodge tuned the elevator out, concentrated on what life would be like without anxiety tainting his every thought—while clinging desperately to the remnants of soft pharmaceutical fuzz lining his skull—and prayed for it to be over.

      His body weight increased as the pod stopped. The doors opened and Dodge lurched out and fell to his knees, gasping, fighting the urge to throw up. It seemed like the floor was throbbing—then his brain squidged and he snapped to his senses. 

      He was on his hands and knees on Klaxon Overdrive’s foyer carpet, stifling the urge to hurl. He scrambled up, searching the hallway for anyone who might have noticed him on all fours, and as his feet left the elevator, someone killed the lights.

      The sudden dark echoed in his head. A hint of ozone prickled the air. His fear became so intense it ceased to register as fear and shifted back around toward confidence.

      “Hello? I’m here to interview Klaxon Overdrive.” His voice buzzed in the compact room. “I have an appointment.”

      The elevator doors hissed shut behind him, and he stifled a yelp. Fear swung back and dug in. The darkness seemed to gain mass and rush at him, as though it had every intention of smothering him. His lungs burned. He spun and groped the wall for a call button but couldn’t find where the doors ended and the wall began.

      No cracks. No buttons. The elevator had disappeared. 

      He was trapped. 

      Fresh panic burst like a brass band in his head. 

      It wasn’t supposed to work like this. The plan was to go in, fawn sufficiently, conduct a cursory interview while the collector did its work, then get the hell out and deliver the merchandise before anyone realized what had happened. They had not discussed a contingency in the event he ended up stranded in the dark a klick and a half off the ground. 

      “Lights,” he croaked, barely able to muster enough breath to make a sound. 

      Nothing.

      He fought for a deep breath and yelled, “LIGHTS!” 

      Still nothing.

      Where was the emergency power?

      “Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit …” Dodge mumbled, his voice consumed by the ravenous darkness. Ten years of cognitive behavior therapy washed away in an instant, leaving nothing but the shreds of the antianxiety drug to keep him lucid. Fight or flight kicked in—run, his brain screamed. Sweat showered from his underarms, soaked his back. 

      Screw the Paradise Mind. He was leaving. They’d have to get Klaxon’s DNA somewhere else. Yeah, Mr. Hill would be emmotic—or whatever it was their crackpot religion called being unhappy—when Dodge didn’t fulfill his side of the contract, but too bad. Extenuating circumstances.

      And no way was he returning the advance. He’d already given most of it to Len to work up the Tiberius cover ID and inflate the rep to sell the story he was a respected content creator. Either way, Dodge was finding the nearest staircase pointed down. There had to be an emergency exit somewhere.

      He’d barely glimpsed the curving hallway before the lights went out, and he turned to face what he thought was the opposite wall. He inched forward, searching for something to guide him. 

      Where was everyone? Anyone? The guards? The entourage? The lawyers and accountants and political advisors? None of this was right. 

      He brushed his slick palms against the front of his jacket and felt something hard over his heart. 

      His mobile. Thank fuck. He had forgotten all about it. Relief suffused him like an anesthetic. He’d call Len. Len would know what to do. 

      Dodge fumbled the phone out of his pocket but the screen’s feeble illumination did nothing to penetrate the dark. Dodge tapped the screen, but it refused to respond, wouldn’t unlock, wouldn’t even let him access the flashlight. Entropy must have a jammer running, rendering all outside electronics into expensive paperweights.  

      At least the cold glow gave him something to focus on, something to distract him from the impenetrable black. He stepped forward again, hands out, carpet fibers rasping under his shuffling feet. The air was tainted with a scent he couldn’t identify—something like the showroom aroma of new furniture mixed with the smell of the barely contained terror oozing from his pores. Phosphorus bursts of weakening adrenaline flashed in the dark as his eyes strained to make out anything at all. 

      He’d be okay. He just had to keep telling himself that. He’d find some stairs, walk down a couple hundred flights, and he’d be okay.

      Before his hands found a wall, his feet found something else, something yielding yet rigid at the same time. Dodge crouched, and it didn’t take much prodding to figure out the something was a body. 

      He sprang back and bashed his tailbone as he hit the floor. Warm bile rushed into his throat. There was a dead person not two feet away. 

      A person.

      Dead. 

      The idea of letting go scampered through his mind. Just give in and let the terror take him away. Eternal cognitive disassociation wouldn’t be so bad. At this point it’d be a relief. 

      The only thing that kept him tethered to reality was the thought someone would discover him babbling in the dark like an imbecile. He imagined his picture plastered all over the link and the queer pleasure his inchoate image would give to so many people. It would make the feature stories on all the social feeds. The feeds lived off humiliation. 

      He tried to focus his panic, channel his adrenaline. He had to get up off his trembling ass and find a way out before someone showed up. Save the psychic breakdown for when this was all over. 

      It was just a body. He had been around plenty of lifeless flesh before. Just because it had once been a living, breathing person instead of cells knitted together in a biological scaffolding didn’t make a difference. Definitely nothing to freak out about. And besides, it might have something useful, like a working mobile. Or an elevator pass. 

      Dodge prodded the body, phone between his lips, dreading the sticky touch of blood. The corpse was tightly muscled and dressed in what felt like the unyielding silkiness of arakevlar-weave. It had empty pockets and no mobile, but did have the unmistakable shape of a still-holstered pistol tucked under its left arm. 

      The last thing he wanted to deal with was a gun, but as he crouched there, unsure what to do, the long-buried academic in him finally reasserted itself and tried to logic out a solution. 

      The corpse was two to six hours old, judging by the relative coolness of the flesh; old enough the people who’d created it had probably cleared out already. Which meant, oddly, the body was a good thing: whatever was going on, whatever reason there was to explain a corpse on the floor, it had nothing to do with him, specifically. He had just picked the absolute worst day to stage a heist.

      Someone had beaten him to it.

      Dodge put the phone back into his pocket. He should probably take the gun, just in case–but what if he had to use it? He hated guns. He knew which end the bullet came out of and that was about it. He tugged at his earlobe until it throbbed before he reached down and drew the corpse’s weapon. 

      Better to have it and not need it than the other way around.

      Right?

      He stood and stepped over the body, the weapon’s glowing sights held out and trembling in front of him. Another step and the muzzle knocked into the wall with a soft thud. He pressed his free hand against the curved surface and felt forward until he found an open doorway, grasped the doorjamb, and poked his head through. 

      Silence crouched on the other side, tense, waiting. His heart pounded in his head, thudded in the forefinger pressed against the gun’s trigger. 

      “Lights?” he asked.

      The darkness remained. 

      He reached up to the inner wall, probing for a switch. The left side of the door was bare. Dodge moved the gun to his left hand and used his right to search the other wall and found nothing there either.

      With forward the only way to go, he stepped through the doorway—and all the lights seared back on. His finger twitched against the trigger as he flung his arms up to shield his eyes, but the gun didn’t fire.

      The room hummed. A bank of wall screens opposite him nictitated and illuminated, glowing a sickly yellow as the penthouse’s computers booted. There was a faint click and music started, blaring from every direction, volume cranked. A barrage of hammering Japanese Taiko drums was joined a moment later by a driving electric guitar overlaid with some kind of Middle Eastern string instrument. 

      Dodge wavered in the doorway, giving his vision time to adjust, focusing on the windows ahead as their opacity function faded to transparent. When his eyes finally cleared, it took another moment for his brain to process what they were seeing. 

      The room was entirely white, floor to ceiling, furniture to décor, and littered with corpses. 

      One woman still lounged on a milky-white chair near the center of the room, feet up, a dynamic tablet on her lap, clutching a half-full drink. It looked like she hadn’t even had time to be startled before at least two bullets had exploded through her orange jacket. 

      Seven ... no, eight … nine … ten—he stopped counting—corpses were piled in the room near Dodge. A fine dusting of pinkish organic matter covered the plush white furniture, and a large russet-colored pool in the luxurious frost-colored carpet ended just before his feet.

      Dodge staggered backwards, nearly tripping over the corpse in the hallway behind him. He might have believed the man was simply sleeping off a rough night if it weren’t for the unnatural angle of his head, twisted all the way round to face the floor. 

      The music pummeled his brain, jumbled his thoughts. Another heave of nausea overtook him, and he fought it down with a deep breath. No amount of medication or therapy or virtual desensitization could have prepared him for carnage like this.

      Knee joints fast turning liquid, Dodge skirted the blood-covered carpet and sunk onto a clean, butter-soft couch. At the other end, another corpse in a Klaxon-branded suit—the subtle KO lapel insignia dappled with burgundy specks—shifted. Its head lolled back, and the shredded meat that had once been its neck spilled down its shirt. Dodge dropped the gun, cradled his head in his hands, and started rocking. Thundering drums shook the entire floor. 

      “MUSIC OFF!” he screamed into his palms.

      He needed time to think, time to focus. He took a deep breath and held it, concentrating on the rhythmic beat of the music.

      He had to get out of there before something else happened, before the police came or the killers returned or he simply couldn’t take it anymore and figured out how to use the gun and … 

      A thought bubbled up through the fear: whatever he’d stumbled into, there was likely nothing standing between him and his target. All he had to do was get up, find Klaxon Overdrive, and get what he came for. Even if Klaxon were dead, the camera would still work. DNA was DNA. 

      He stopped rocking and looked up. If the computer was back on, that meant, hopefully, the elevator’s sensors would be working again. He could still get his sample, slip out of this designer purgatory, and vanish for good.

      Except it still wasn’t that easy. The deal with the Paradise Mind would be utterly void. A massacre at the extraction site would be a clear breach of the “Condition of Subtlety” clause in the contract they’d made him sign. 

      Whatever. He’d just have to avoid Hill and the other peemer goons until he got out of the city. As long as he stayed away from the Paradise Mind campus, they’d never find him. It wasn’t like they could track him down. He was just a face and a bank account number. They didn’t really know anything about him. 

      Len would be able to find plenty of other buyers for Klaxon’s DNA—he knew the market, probably wouldn’t even have to try too hard. 

      Yeah, Len would know what to do. Len always knew. 

      Dodge brightened. Positive thinking had actually helped. For once. Hopefully, Klaxon hadn’t managed to escape whatever had happened here. 

      It wasn’t much, but it was the one thing he had going for him.

      He picked the gun back up, found the electric safety switch, and flipped it off. It whined as it powered up. He stood and scanned the room, trying his best not to think about what he’d do if he had to pull the trigger at someone.

      With the windows now clear, the city glowed below him. What must it have been like to live this high all the time, a pampered angel in the clouds? It would be easy to forget you were only human.

      Dodge skirted through the penthouse, stepping over scattered furniture, trying not to disturb anything. As he gave another corpse a wide berth he realized that, eventually, someone would discover all these bodies. This was about to become the most famous murder scene in history. Every piece of forensic equipment in the country would be running over the whole building in a matter of hours, if not sooner.

      Then a sickening thought twisted his guts. Between the surgeries and the weight he’d lost, Dodge had changed his appearance as much as possible, but he couldn’t change his DNA. Someone would be sure to find traces of it.

      In the original plan, no one was even supposed to notice Klaxon’s genetic code had been sampled, let alone open an investigation that might identify who the thief had been. Entropy would have learned Klaxon’s DNA had got out eventually, but it wouldn’t have been until sometime in the distant future, and by then they would have found only Len’s phage eating away at their records. There would be no digital evidence at all, and any physical traces would have been vacuumed up or wiped away by months of housekeeping. The only thing anyone might conceivably remember was an unremarkable reporter who didn’t actually exist.

      It had been an airtight plan, buttoned up neat enough to temporarily drown out the parts of his brain screaming at him not to go through with it. But now time wouldn’t pass. No housekeepers. No cleaning. There was a high probability a forensic sniffer would already be able to uncover enough evidence to identify his presence here. He had fallen in the hallway, scraped his hands across the carpet. Brushed the walls. Manhandled that corpse.

      Dodge’s DNA was public record. Someone had posted it to the link a few years ago. Hell, people still sold minimalist greyscale posters of his base pair sequences like it was a mug shot. If the feeds were to expose his presence at the Needle, it wouldn’t take long for the Paradise Mind to figure out Dodge and Montrose Dodgson were the same person. They knew he was coming here, and what he looked like now. His cover would be completely blown.

      His vision rippled and he almost fell.

      But he wasn’t done yet. He’d just have to stick to the plan and clean up after himself instead of waiting for housekeeping. After he located Klaxon, he’d find a bottle of cleaner, spray everywhere he’d touched, and hope the chemicals deteriorated his DNA enough to make it unidentifiable.

      That could work. Maybe.

      A strong disinfectant, like an oxygenated bleach. He wished he’d thought to bring his DNAway spray bottle. That would have done the trick, but he hadn’t wanted to risk carrying in anything more than he needed to. There’d be something though. Even superstar households needed to sanitize.

      It was going to be okay, he just had to be extra careful to limit contact with anything else.

      Figuring he could stay calm for another few minutes—as long as he tried not to think about what he was doing or what might happen—Dodge left the living room and entered an enormous kitchen, big enough for a team of chefs to prepare a seven-course dinner for a state visit. While he was there he stepped over to the trough-like sink and slid the panel underneath open with his toe.

      Jackpot.

      He grabbed a bottle of oxygen-based antiseptic sterilizer and sprayed under the sink and the cupboard door with couple bursts of the metallic orange-smelling chemical. He imagined the double helix of his DNA strands snapping and twisting apart like frayed twine as the cleaner dissolved its bonds. He’d go back and cover his tracks on the way out.

      Spray bottle in one hand, gun in the other, Dodge continued through the dining room, past a dozen glass-walled conference rooms studded with holo-presence projectors, and ascended a metal-slat staircase up to the second floor of the penthouse.

      It contained bedrooms and bathrooms and workrooms. The workrooms were lined with racks of antique electronic recording gear, holo-camera equipment, and computer consoles. The next floor up was a full digital studio, completely empty, and the floor after that was a wide-open lounge, where six bodyguards were dead in front of a set of stone doors. The guards had all been shot with their guns still holstered—except one. She had managed to pull her weapon. A brown oval of bone jutted from her chest where the killer’s bullet had blown through her armor.

      Dodge picked around the bodies, pressed the bottom of the spray bottle against one of the doors, and pushed. It swung open easily, revealing the stairs that led to the master suite—which he’d already seen once on an episode of Bedrooms of the Stars. But now he was going to experience it in person.

      The circular room at the top of the stairs was empty, except for a big round bed on a raised dais, two end tables, and Klaxon Overdrive, face up, eyes still open, lying spread-eagled on the duvet. Dodge’s heart bounced against his ribs as he tried not to notice his cheeks tugging on a relieved smile.

      A massive hole was punched through Klaxon’s torso. It looked like most of his blood had soaked through his white robe and into the bed under him. There were no other bodies.

      Dodge set the spray bottle on the floor, tucked the gun into his waistband, and then carefully stepped over to the dead superstar. He took his case off his back, knelt, and unpacked what he thought was the most brilliant part of the whole plan. Part of the deal with interviewing Klaxon meant Dodge wasn’t allowed to get closer than two meters, which made the prospect of gathering a sample of his DNA tricky. Klaxon was kept in a genetic exclusion bubble so strict Entropy had even required the president to wash immediately after shaking hands with Klaxon at the G13 meeting. It was the only way they’d allow Klaxon to have unprotected skin contact. Not even the president was trusted with Klaxon’s DNA.

      But Dodge had figured a way around that.

      He’d stripped the guts out of a holo-camera and replaced them with an extension of his nanotech research at the university, but he had modified the cell-sized robots to sail the holo-capture recording beams, land on their target, find the skin, and execute their programming: read Klaxon’s DNA and transmit out a copy of the code. All he had to do was point it at the target and hit the record button, and he’d have sampled Klaxon’s DNA without breaking the two-meter rule. But at this point a hypodermic needle would have worked just as well—or even better, soaking a cloth in the pool of blood and stuffing it in a plastic bag.

      Still, he had gone through all the trouble to make the camera. It was a work of art, and this would be the only chance he’d ever get to use it.

      His time designing it had been a bit like being back at the university again—where he had lost himself in the lab, playing with nucleic acids, carbon nanotubes, and genetic resequencers for nearly ten years as he and the team worked on bridging the signal gap between organic neural impulses and artificial nano-filaments. He’d been content—and, he’d thought, doing something important for the world. He’d figured after his career was over someone might one day name an airport after him. Instead they’d stolen his life’s work and saddled him with the blame for the replactor scandal, leaving him with the need for a new face.

      Not that he was holding any grudges.

      He set the collector on the bed, well within the two-meter limit—no point making things more difficult than they needed to be—and pointed it at Klaxon’s white-shrouded body. The motion sent a cloud of tiny feathers into the air, and Dodge watched as one came to rest on Klaxon’s face. He resisted the urge to brush it away. After checking the targeting system, Dodge pressed record and released the nanites toward their target.

      Nothing to do now but wait.

      With the initial shock wearing off, this gruesome and inconceivable situation was far better than having to pretend he was a reporter. Most days he didn’t talk to anyone. Life was easier that way—people were stressful.

      Len was the only one he ever really hung out with, and only if they stuck to topics like the vagaries of the link or old movies. Nothing remotely meaningful.

      Dodge gazed down again at Klaxon’s face, taking the opportunity to get an unrestricted look at him. Not many people were allowed to get this close. Even though the megastar appeared on the feeds almost constantly, public glimpses were exceedingly rare. He had the power to change people’s lives, but only from within waving distance—his genetic sequence was that well-guarded. Another downside of modern celebrity life Montrose Dodgson was blamed for.

      Most of the time Klaxon Overdrive was treated like a sort of demigod, something above and beyond mere human, but lying there, stripped of the power of his graceful charm, beguiling intelligence, and ever-present entourage, in the tranquility of death, Klaxon Overdrive wasn’t anything special. Not particularly handsome, his allure had been generated by his fusion-powered personality, his exponential rise in fame, and how he had used that fame to manipulate those with power into helping the world’s huddled masses—all while keeping Entropy’s best interest in mind.

      His face was instantly identifiable, but without the power animating it, it was nothing more than sallow flesh.

      After months of research, Dodge knew at least as much about this man as any of his fans—which, admittedly, was only what Entropy wanted them to know—but up close Klaxon possessed a familiarity that transcended his fame, like the uncertain recognition of passing a forgotten childhood friend on the street. The smooth contours of Klaxon’s lifeless face reminded Dodge of someone, or somewhere, but his already overtaxed brain refused to provide details.

      Then he realized he was staring. 

      Dodge forced himself to look away and took a minute to survey the room—when would he ever again be standing at the very top of the tallest freestanding structure ever built? The only people higher than him right now were air workers and space tourists.

      Apart from its height, there wasn’t much to Klaxon’s boudoir, just a simple bed and two metal side tables surrounded by windows. Completely minimalist. But who needed to waste money on furniture and décor when you had the sky as your wallpaper and servants to attend to your every whim?

      The side table nearest him was empty, and the other one held only a single floating sphere, rotating slowly in place. He glanced over at the camera. The progress lights showed the procedure was already more than three-quarters done, far quicker than in testing. But the camera was right next to Klaxon’s body. Not having to account for travel time, that made perfect sense. Only a few minutes left.

      Since it was the only other object in the room, Dodge went around the bed to have a closer look at the odd hovering ball. It rested on shimmering waves, like a reverse mirage, and the hairs on his arms rose as he approached.

      It didn’t appear to be much more than a plain silver sphere, spinning a few inches off the table—until the bright green countdown display spun into view. In the time it took the ball to revolve once, the numbers dropped from 4:56 to 4:40. The next revolution showed 4:24.

      It wasn’t a clock. Dodge angled his head, watched it spin around once more, then his stomach dropped as he realized what he was looking at. What else could a strange object counting down to zero at the end of a trail of death be?

      It was a bomb. And based on the timer, he had a little over four minutes of molecular cohesion left to him.

      Dodge froze. This was it. Finally, everything was about to end. No more ever-present fear. No more constant, unyielding anxiety. No more worrying about the Paradise Mind or Entropy or the feeds or his terrible life or anything else ever again. It probably wouldn’t even hurt. Only for a second as the blast tore him apart, then nothing. His shadow-existence would finally be over. He actually felt good about it. Best he’d felt in months.

      Behind him, the collector beeped as it completed its acquisition cycle. The nanites, having successfully analyzed Klaxon’s DNA, had done their work and sent their message.

      He was now very rich.

      Not only rich, but he’d never be found out, the blast would more than take care of any evidence he left behind. All he had to do was get out of the building and he wouldn’t ever have to worry about anything. He’d be free. And rich. And alive.

      A shock of self-preservation startled him, and he tore his eyes from the scintillating weapon.

      Dodge started counting in his head, snatched up the collector, and dashed from the room, leaving his empty case behind. He threw himself down the first flight of stairs—stumbling over the corpses piled at the bottom—then down the other sets and through the penthouse’s main reception room. The music still pounded, the bass thumping in his chest as he exited the suite and leapt over the body as he skidded into the hall.

      Surprisingly, considering his luck, the elevator doors were open and inviting. He jumped in and hammered the single button on the control panel, shouting, “Ground floor.”

      He fell against the rear wall of the pod, breathing hard. Forty-five seconds from penthouse to elevator. About three minutes remained before the Needle lit up. The ride up had only taken two. He was going to make it. He was going to live.

      Except the elevator still hadn’t moved. He lunged forward and jabbed the lone button again. “Down! Lobby! Ground!”

      Still nothing happened. The little light behind the button didn’t even come on. He hammered his fists against the control panel and screamed at the roof of the pod, venting his rage at the tinny voice that had accompanied him on his way up.

      His memory jump-cut back to what the voice had said, about the elevator being propelled by air pressure. Just air.

      Dodge didn’t give himself time to reconsider. He yanked the gun from his waistband, pointed it down, averted his face, and squeezed the trigger twice. Two fist-sized holes burst through the elevator floor. The shots concussed his hearing and his eardrums grew tight. Then he swung the gun up, closed his eyes, and pulled the trigger again.

      The elevator dropped.

      The ceiling whistled as air rushed up and out into the vacuum. The sudden lurch caused Dodge to stumble and jerk the trigger again, blowing a second hole in the ceiling and sending the pod falling even faster. He clutched the railing as what seemed like hurricane-force winds screamed through, rending the floor open.

      He stuck his head into the torrent rushing through the pod and looked down, searching for the bottom, but the shaft below seemed bottomless.

      The pod jerked and he fell to his knees. The camera slipped and clanged to the floor beside him. Below, a piercing shriek of metal on metal joined the screaming whistle of air. Acrid black smoke streamed up through the holes, choking him. He had a vision of the camera falling through the floor and tumbling down the shaft and brushed the floor blindly, panicked, hit the camera strap with his hand and grabbed it tight.

      He rolled away as the rush of air began to quiet and the blare of the horrible shrieking lessened. The tinny voice stated, “Emergency brakes activated,” yet the elevator didn’t stop. 

      The pod’s internal doors had stayed open the whole time, and he watched the elevator shaft crawl by until, finally, the lobby doors slid into view. Dodge readied himself to jump out, but the elevator continued to fall. Then, with only a third of the lobby doors still visible above him, the elevator shuddered to a halt and the ground-floor doors wheezed open to reveal a thin rectangle of metallic light.

      He tossed the gun and the camera up into the lobby then jumped through the narrow opening and slapped his hands against the floor. Slippery fingers scrabbling over the metal, Dodge struggled through the opening, half in and half out, scissoring his legs in the air. The elevator groaned and began to slide further into the shaft. His terrified cries were lost in the vaulted lobby as he fought his legs up and used his elbows to lever himself free of the shaft.

      He scooped up the camera and the gun, struggled to his feet, and limped toward the exit. Halfway to freedom, the building shook and he caught a brief instant of a roar before his hearing was replaced by an atonal drone.

      He looked back as he ran. Neon-phosphor flame shot from the gaping shaft behind him and leapt toward the ceiling. The lobby’s reflective surface caught the vivid light, intensifying it and terrifying Dodge, for a split second, into believing he was enclosed in a silent inferno and about to be roasted alive.

      Then the entrance doors whooshed open and he was outside, still running, the humid air glorious on his face. He sucked in a deep breath. Before he had the chance to feel relief, a noise like a meteor impact filtered through the wet cotton in his ears, and something sent him flying into the air. He somehow managed to hold the collector safely over his head, saving it from impacting the ground, but felt his mobile crunch in his breast pocket as he landed hard on the path.

      He rolled over, afraid that the island itself would be next to explode, and glanced at the twisted wreckage that had landed not twenty meters away. Severed by the blast, the tip of the Needle had smashed to the ground, and its shining point stretched all the way down the lawn and into the water. Only half of the Needle was left standing, a charred stub all that remained of the massive tower. 

      His vision rippling with phantom spatters of color, Dodge struggled to his feet and stumbled away from the flaming debris still crashing down around him.

      Len wasn’t going to believe any of this.
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