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Chapter 01

Alex tried to bolt upon seeing the chair, but the guards held him fast. “You can’t do this to me!” he screamed. “I’m a loyal employee of the company!” He fought against the guards, but they were stronger than he was.

At least he tried to look away from the monstrosity, to glare at the nameless woman who had been his interrogator for that last…month—it had to have been at least a month now. Keeping track of time was hard when he had no chronometer, and hadn’t seen the sun ever since being brought here.

He just couldn’t take his eyes off it. He didn’t know what the chair did, but with the wires coming out of it, the way the headrest looked more like something out of an industrial horror story, and the restraints. It couldn’t be good. He wanted to have nothing to do with it.

He should have done something to keep in shape during his imprisonment instead of moping around after what had been taken from him. Maybe then he’d have a chance to break out of their grip and make a run for it. He looked over his shoulder. The door was closed—locked too, by the red glow on the door control. That stole some of his bluster; he wouldn’t be able to leave the room, even if he managed to get away from his guards.

Alex fought again when they pushed him in the chair. He screamed incoherently, and somehow managed to free an arm and push the anonymous guard away. He saw the staff at the other’s hip and reached for it, but someone grabbed his arm.

“Damn it,” the woman growled. “Will you just hold him down so I can restrain him?” She had a leather strap in her hand, and once the guard was back holding Alex, she wrapped it around the armrest and his forearm, tightening it until it hurt. She looked over her shoulder. “Doctor, come help restrain him.”

The doctor looked up from his console in surprise, the interface over his left eye bobbing up and almost off his face in the sudden motion. “Me?” He straightened it.

“Yes, you. Are you deaf?” She pulled another strap from her jacket and tied down Alex’s other arm. “You said his body needs to stay in place, so you’re going to have to help us.” 

The doctor didn’t move.

“Help me!” Alex yelled, making the man jump.

“Doctor,” the woman growled.

Now fear was visible in the scientist’s visible eye.

She sighed theatrically. “Fine. At least come here and tell me how you need him restrained.”

Alex continued pleading with the scientist as he came to him and took one of the ends of the leather straps. The man just looked at it, and Alex had a moment of hope that he wouldn’t do what he was told, but then he indicated to the woman to run it over Alex’s chest, under his arms, and behind the chair, where she tightened it until Alex had trouble breathing.

“I’m sorry,” the man said. He had a soft voice that matched his older appearance, with his gray hair and wrinkled face. “You have to remain still, or this will be painful.”

Alex glared at the man.

“Don’t bother talking to him,” the woman said. “We’ll lock his head in place, that way he won’t be able to move.”

The doctor considered the situation, then indicated where the next strap could go over his temple. Once that was done, and Alex’s head was pulled back against the headrest, the man moved the sides of the headrest until Alex could feel them on each side of his head, and see some of the industrial machinery in his peripheral vision. It went to his temple, and over his skull. He tried to get out of it, but where there was a hint of slack at his arm, his head was held firmly in place.

The doctor and his interrogator stepped behind a console. “I thought you said he was participating voluntarily.”

“What kind of difference does it make if he is or not?”

“I—” He stopped at the glare she gave him. “It doesn’t, I guess,” he said, resigned. He fiddled with some controls Alex couldn’t see. “You can begin.” 

She nodded. “What is your name?”

Alex didn’t answer.

“I thought you said this thing would get him to—”

“I know what I said,” the doctor answered with some fire in his voice. “But you didn’t tell me he was going to fight. Just give me a moment; I have to calibrate it.” He made more adjustments. “Try again.”

“What is your name?”

Alex had a memory of being held in his father’s arms, his mother cooing over him. Then his teacher was praising him. He was graduating, his grandparents cheering him.

More images came: being accepted at Luminex, praise, and awards he received for his work, but through them he felt his lips move and start to form words, so he wrenched himself out of those memories and forced his mouth shut.

“What was that?” his interrogator asked.

“The machine forces him to remember, based on the question you ask. That’s what we saw.”

“But he didn’t answer me.”

“He is still fighting. I’m going to have to adjust the setting some more.” He played with the controls, and when he continued speaking, his tone had excitement in it. “But what we saw does tell you something about him. You asked for his name, and we got images of other people caring for him or giving him praise. It tells me that on some level, his identity is based on what other people think of him.”

“I’m not here to get insight into his personality. I want him to answer my questions.”

The scientist sighed. “Go ahead.”

“What is your name?” Her tone was impatient.

The images assaulted him again. His father, mother, grandparents, teachers, supervisors, friends, coworkers, and Jack. All of them praising him, or giving him a compliment. He felt his lips move, and try as he might, he couldn’t stop himself from answering her question.

“Alexander Bartholomew Crimson.”

“Finally,” she said. “Tell me everything you know about Tristan.”

* * * * *

He was sitting at a table, in a gray room, her seated across from him. He’d been eating, but had paused to look at the tablet she’d placed on the table. He was smiling, looking at Jack. He missed him so much. He identified him as such.

“No, that’s Tristan,” she replied.

She’d seemed triumphant when he’d looked at the image, and his eyes had misted. When he told her it was a picture of Jack, she got annoyed.

“I wish you’d stop playing those games, Mister Crimson. You’ve been caught, and Tristan abandoned you. Come clean now and tell me everything you know about him, and I’ll see that your cooperation is remembered.”

“I don’t know this Tristan of yours.”

* * * * *

He was on the floor of his bedroom, draped in sheets, feeling miserable. He’d been sick for over a day now. He was looking up at someone who looked a lot like Jack, but couldn’t be him. Jack never looked at him so coldly.

“Jack doesn’t exist,” the impostor said. “I used—”

The memory shuddered.

He was on the floor of his bedroom, draped in sheets, feeling miserable. He’d been sick for over a day now. He was looking up at someone who looked a lot like Jack, but couldn’t be him. Jack never looked at him so coldly.

“Jack isn’t here,” the impostor said. “I took him away. You’ll never see him again.”

The impostor turned and left him there. Alex cried for Jack to come back.

* * * * *

He was in the gray room. She was telling him how there was no Jack, that he made him up to try to cover his involvement. Alex denied it.

* * * * *

Alex was covered with sweat, his throat was raw. He was tied to the chair again. No, he hadn’t left it. It had been memories. They’d felt so real.

“What was that?” she asked the doctor.

“I told you, he’s remember—”

“I know, I mean something happened, like a glitch. Can you play it back?”

She pointed at the screen. “There.”

The doctor hmmed, then looked in the distance. “He was sick when this happened, suffering a high fever according to the file. It’s possible it interfered with the memory.”

“Or someone altered it. How come there isn’t anything more on Tristan? Except for that part, it’s all about me telling him. How come your machine didn’t pull out what he knows?”

“It can’t get something he doesn’t have. I’d say he told you the truth when he said he didn’t know who Tristan was.”

“No. He’s lying, I know it. Somehow he knows how to trick your machine.”

“That’s unlikely.”

She glared at him, and he shrank back.

“But, if he does, you’ll have to find an indirect way to get him to reveal the information.”

She fixed her gaze on Alex, and it was filled with anger. “Fine. Since you keep going on about that Jack, we’re going to start there. How did you meet him?”

* * * * *

Alex was in his favorite bar, Alien-nation. It was the bar where the aliens in the city went to get away from humans. It took months, but he’d managed to be accepted as one of the regular patrons.

The Jolarnian behind the bar, his good friend Aphalar, had served him his regular drink, and Alex turned to head to a table at the edge of the room, where he’d have a good view of the other patrons.

He took a step and someone backed into him. Alex cursed softly and reached for napkins to soak the liquid out of his shirt. While he was doing that, someone apologized profusely to him.

Alex told him it was fine, that it was bound to happen in a crowded room. And then he looked at the person who made him spill his drink, and he stopped breathing. He’d never seen this alien before now, deep brown fur speckled with light colors, a night sky filled with stars.

The alien introduced himself as Jack, and bought Alex a drink to replace the one he spilled. Alex couldn’t take his eyes off him. There was something so desirable about this alien, but he restrained himself. He wouldn’t be like those humans who had flings with aliens for the novelty of it. He respected them—he forced himself to respect them.

They found a table, and Alex never once looked at another of the patrons in the bar. They talked. Then Jack told him about his situation, and Alex offered for him to stay in his apartment instead of wasting money at one of the hotels.

Jack said yes, and it was all that Alex could do not to drag him back to his place.

* * * * *

Alex’s head hurt. His mouth was dry. He felt like hanging his head, but it was held in place.

“This can’t be real,” she said.

“It’s what he remembers.”

“That’s bullshit. It’s just a story he made up to cover up his cooperation with Tristan.”

“Memories do alter over time, but no, this isn’t a fabrication. I think you’re—”

She got in the doctor’s face. “Listen to me carefully. I know that man collaborated with the killer who infiltrated the company and killed Tom. Your job is to help me find the evidence to prove that. You claimed this machine of yours can find anything that’s in his mind. Did you lie to me? Are you here hoping to help him?”

“No! Of course not. But this isn’t what you told me we’d be—”

“I don’t want excuses, Doctor. I want Tom’s killer, and Crimson is how I’m going to get him, so you’re going to set your machine to punch through whatever lies he’s making up.”

Alex couldn’t see her face, but by the doctor’s near-panic expression, and the tone of her voice, he could guess she wasn’t happy at all.

“I’ll—I’ll do my best.”

“You do that.” She turned to face Alex. Her rage was barely controlled. “Now what?”

The doctor didn’t answer immediately. “Well, if it’s like you say, and somehow he’s able to fool the machine into thinking they’re memories, we’re going to have to continue and look for inconsistencies.”

“Fine. What happened next?”

* * * * *

Alex brought Jack to his apartment, gave him the tour of the four rooms, and insisted he take the bedroom since he was too tall for the couch. Days passed with Alex going to work dreaming of coming home to Jack’s presence. Each day the urge to get in bed with him was stronger, but he held it back. He wouldn’t use Jack, he promised himself. He wasn’t going to be that kind of human.

Then came the night before Jack’s interview with Glacomel. Alex woke up to the alien standing over him. Jack explained how he didn’t usually sleep alone, how that wasn’t normal for his species. He asked Alex to join him.

Alex refused. He couldn’t accept. He tried to make the refusal gentle, but his heart broke at how dejected Jack looked as he turned and headed back to the bedroom.

Alex lay there, justifying his decision as being for the best, but he was conflicted.

He knew what was coming. He didn’t want to remember that part, not now, not with them watching. He wasn’t ashamed of it, but it was something private.

He was by the bedroom door now, explaining to Jack he was a xenophile, that he couldn’t trust himself to behave if they shared a bed. Jack trusted him not to do anything Jack didn’t approve of.

Alex lost the battle of will and joined him. Jack didn’t stop his exploration. Their lovemaking played in his mind in vivid detail, and it was only the first of many times. Every day before he left for work, and when he came back. Each time special, because he could see in Jack’s eyes that the alien cared just as much as Alex did for him.

They were seated at an outdoor terrace, after shopping individually in Ilomare Square. Jack presented him with the Defender statue, one of the spiritual beings from his world, and over it, he said those three magical words Alex never thought he’d hear.

They were in his shower. Alex was relieved they couldn’t see this scene since he was blindfolded, but he could feel it. Not just the soap that triggered his nerve ending, but how Jack moved against him, in him. It was the most wonderful time of his life. More days passed, their lovemaking becoming deeper each time.

Then came the day he got sick.

Alex fought against the memory; it was too horrible. Jack left him after seeing to him, needing to go to another interview with Glacomel. Being sick and alone was tough enough, but it wasn’t Jack who came back, it was the impostor.

The impostor told him that men would come for Alex, not to bother lying to them. He turned to leave, but Alex forced himself out of bed and managed to drag himself across the room to grab his arm. Then he was on the floor, his chest hurting from more than the sickness.

The impostor looked at him with cold, angry eyes. “Jack isn’t here,” he said. “I took him away. You’ll never see him again.”

The impostor turned and left him there. Alex cried for Jack to come back.

Alex didn’t want to remember any of what came after. Fortunately, unlike his time with Jack, this was a quick flash of images, mostly silent.

Men in military gear entered his room, found him crying on the floor. They dragged him somewhere else. Alex was in a gray room, a doctor explaining he had a severe case of the flu to a woman, Alex’s interrogator.

He was alone for a time, getting better.

She returned with food and started asking questions. She asked about Tristan, but when he didn’t know anything, she switched to Jack, and Alex reluctantly told her about his alien, carefully avoiding the intimate times. But over the days she picked up on them, pressed Alex, called him an alien-fucker, and belittled what he and Jack shared.

Alex snapped, screamed at her, threatened her. No one got to ridicule what he and Jack shared.

Time alone.

She came back and started questioning him again. Again, he didn’t know anything about Tristan, so she asked about Jack. She was gentle with her questions at first, but as the days passed, her patience disappeared. She tried to get Alex to admit Jack was Tristan, but he wouldn’t. He didn’t care they looked alike in the pictures, Jack couldn’t hurt anyone; he was too gentle.

When she accused Alex of being a dupe, of falling for the lie Tristan gave him, he lost it again. Jack was no killer he told her, Jack was gentle, a lover.

She attacked their love again, ridiculing it, implying that he was a traitor to humans for loving an alien. Alex threw himself over the table, intent on ripping her throat out. She fled the room, and for a long time, Alex was alone.

Two guards in the same black military garb as when they pulled him out of his apartment entered his cell and escorted him through multiple corridors. They reached a bland door and went through. Alex saw the chair and tried to bolt.

* * * * *

“What the hell was that?” the woman asked.

Alex’s world was black, only sounds. He tried to remember when this had happened, but he couldn’t. He had trouble thinking.

“Those were his memories,” the doctor answered.

This was now, Alex realized. He wasn’t in the past anymore. He tried to open his eyes, to glare at them for raping his mind, but his eyelids were too heavy, or he was too tired. He couldn’t tell which.

“There wasn’t anything in there about Tristan, and why did we see my interrogation of him?” Her anger was palpable.

The doctor’s tone, in contrast, was forcefully calm, like he was dealing with a child about to throw a tantrum. “You told him to show you what happened after he met the alien. Well, that’s what you saw. Everything until he entered this room.”

“Are you telling me that he managed to fool your machine the entire time?”

“No.” His tone was confident. “I’m saying that no matter what you believe, this man doesn’t know anything about the person you’re looking for.”

“No! You’re wrong. That man helped Tristan kill my h—” She shut up. For a long time, the only sound was her heavy breathing. “That man is complicit in Tom’s death. Your machine was supposed to help me prove that.”

“Look, you came to me looking to have memories extracted. My machine did that. The fact that those aren’t what you wanted to see isn’t my fault.”

“You’re worthless. Why are we even funding your research?”

“You—You can’t cut my funding.”

“I’m in charge now, so yes, I can. And I’m going to do it. I don’t waste money on worthless projects.”

“Wait, you can’t drop me.” The doctor was sputtering desperately. “If you’re right, and he’s involved, that means someone found a way to modify memories. You’re going to need me and my machine to figure out how it was done.”

“Can you do it?”

“Yes, of course,” he replied quickly.

“How long?”

The doctor hesitated. “I don’t know. You saw the playback—it was seamless. I have to go over everything again and look for any indication of alteration. I can’t know how long that’s going to take.”

She was silent for a time. “Alright, but you better not be screwing with me, because if I find out you are, losing your funding is going to be the least of your problems. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, yes, of course.”

“Good.” Alex heard steps moving away, then the door opening. “Take him back to his cell.” The door closed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 02

The cell was the same as it had been when he’d been escorted from it: spacious and well-lit with gray walls, a bed, table and chairs, and a bathroom. Objectively, Alex knew it was a room and not a cell, but he still couldn’t leave it. There was an old saying about gilded prisons he couldn’t quite remember.

He made it to the bed, dropped on it, and curled up in a ball. Reliving the memories had reawakened the pain that had managed to dull over his imprisonment. Now when he closed his eyes, all he could see was the impostor, this Tristan, telling him he’d never see Jack again.

Why had he done that? It couldn’t be just because he was cruel; no one could be that cruel.

Alex didn’t remember falling asleep, but the sound of the door opening and closing woke him. He raised his head only enough to see there was a tray of food on the table and let it drop. He didn’t have an appetite, not that there was enough food there to sate him. He’d had to have lost fifty pounds during his time here.

He closed his eyes and fought back the tears. He wanted Jack back. He wanted Jack to hold him, tell him it would all be okay. That this was a bad dream.

His father would have cursed him for needing someone this badly, let alone an alien. Alex didn’t care. He loved Jack, and that’s what people who loved each other did: they leaned on one another.

Only Jack wasn’t there to be leaned on.

He woke up again and saw the door as it closed this time, and part of someone dressed in black. There was another tray of food, and this time he decided he had to eat, no matter how he felt. He forced himself standing, and his body felt like someone had beaten him, but he didn’t see any indication of that when he caught sight of himself in the bathroom mirror through the door. It was all in his head.

He picked at his food, knowing he had to eat, but having trouble finding a reason to do so. It wasn’t like he’d need the energy for anything. He was trapped here; he might as well just lie back and let himself waste away.

As the idea crossed his mind, he found he was grinding his teeth. What was wrong with him? He might be trapped here, but to just give up?

The anger gave him the strength to eat the food, but when he was finished, he just felt his hunger more sharply. He tried to stoke his anger, but he couldn’t see a point to it. He made his way back to the bed and closed his eyes.

Days passed, each the same, the only thing marking their passage being the one meal he got. It couldn’t be more than one a day, not as hungry as he always was. Lying in bed, getting up only for the bathroom and food. He knew he should do more, but he had no idea what. A couple of times he tried to engage the guard who brought his food in conversation, if only to find out how long he’d been here, but they remained silent.

After this seventh meal—so seven days since he’d been interrogated—he decided he needed a shower.

It felt good. Once he was done he almost felt human again, and he decided that after he’d slept, he’d start exercising. All he could do was walk around the room, maybe jog, but at least it would be something to do.

When he woke up, he couldn’t find a reason to get out of bed.

Not for the first time, he wondered where he was. Where his cell was located. He had trouble believing his own company had imprisoned him, but who else could it be? And if someone else, why all the questions about the attack? At one time he’d thought it was a trick by a rival to get him to divulge company secrets, but it wasn’t like he knew any. He was just one of the many coercionists the company used.

But the company didn’t imprison its employees. They were a family, the company looked after its own. That’s what he’d been told, and what he’d experienced, until now.

And now he remembered rumors that someone who’d made trouble didn’t show up for work one morning, then after a few days, words came from the manager that they’d left the company. There’d always been one person who’d say they’d vanished, been removed.

Alex had never believed them, but now, here he was. What would his coworkers think? What had they been told? Did it even matter?

After another dozen meals, he finally decided he’d had enough of lying in bed and began walking around the room. It didn’t help keep his mind from going to dark places where Jack screamed at him for letting him be taken, or where Tristan laughed at him for being so easily taken in, but it let him believe he was doing something to improve his situation.

At least he wasn’t moping in bed anymore.

Not long after that, he began keeping track of the days, making a scratch on the edge of the bed each time a meal came in. He was up to eighty-nine scratches when the door opened, and instead of a guard with his meal, a man—dressed in a suit the same black as his interrogator had worn, and he now realized, the same black as the armor’s guard—entered and sat at the table.

Alex stood there, unsure what to do. He hadn’t even tried for the door as it opened. He knew it was pointless—there would be guards outside—but the thought hadn’t even crossed his mind. This cell was so much his world now he hadn’t considered leaving it when the sliver of a possibility presented itself.

“Will you sit down?” the man asked. His voice was pleasant, but slightly bored. A functionary, Alex decided while he remained where he was.

“Mister Crimson, if you want to leave this place, there are forms I need you to acknowledge, and I’d much prefer we do this seated.”

Alex stared at him, at that well-dressed man, clean-shaven, a bit of a jowl, short black hair. Quite the contrast to what he had to look like: thin with a messy beard in dirty clothes. The walking had kept him from turning into a skeleton, but it hadn’t done anything for putting mass on his bones. He just wasn’t getting enough food for that.

“Mister Crimson, please sit down.” His tone was still pleasant, still slightly bored. Like Alex’s reaction was something he’d seen so often he barely noticed it anymore. Did the company have that many prisoners?

“You are being released. All that’s needed is for you to read these forms,” he placed a datapad on the table, “and you’ll be free to go.”

Alex looked at it, then the man again. Was this a trick? He wondered. Were they back to questioning him after all these months? If so, why this man, instead of the woman, his regular interrogator? Did they realize how badly he’d want to leave once they made the offer? Did they suspect Alex would say anything to get out of here? Not that the idea had entered his mind.

Because he wanted out so badly, he forced himself to move slowly as he stepped to the table and sat. The man pushed the datapad closer to Alex.

“This form indicates you are retaking your position as one of the company’s coercionists.”

Alex went through the document slowly, trying to give the impression he was reading it, even though he couldn’t make the words mean anything.

“There’s space at the bottom for your print, to acknowledge you agree, but if you don’t want to do that, a verbal agreement is also acceptable.”

When he reached the bottom, Alex pressed his thumb on the space provided, and the document changed.

“This form indicates you are retaking your apartment, as well as your belongings.”

Again, Alex forced himself to go through it slowly. At the bottom, he pressed his thumb, and a new document appeared.

“This last one is the standard form stating that what happened here is a company secret, and you are not to talk about any of it, or divulge any information about what happened here. Doing so is punishable by termination.”

Alex looked up at that word, worry on his face.

“Your employment, Mister Crimson. Please, just what kind of company do you think we are?” The man’s tone was light, but Alex couldn’t help feeling like it was forced.

As for what Alex thought of the company, he thought that if it could imprison a loyal employee, what else would it do?

“What if I refuse to sign it?” Alex was surprised at how raw his voice sounded. His throat hurt from speaking those few words. When was the last time he’d spoken out loud? When he’d been strapped in the chair? No, a few days later, when he’d given up trying to talk to the guards.

“I’m afraid all three need to be signed for you to be released.”

Alex wasn’t able to act like he read it. He went directly to the bottom and put his thumbprint. It wasn’t like he was going to talk about his time here, even if he thought anyone would believe him. He wanted to put it behind him, to forget about it.

The man smiled as he took the datapad. “Good. If you’ll follow me.” They left the room, and two guards fell into step behind them.

They walked for a long time, and Alex was happy for all the pacing he’d done. They walked through corridor after corridor, past so many doors that again, Alex wondered just how many people his company was holding captive.

The thought that this was a ruse resurfaced. Maybe they weren’t freeing him. Maybe this man was taking Alex to be killed. His steps faltered. Could he run off? Would the guard catch him? Could he find his way out on his own? Would he rather die trying to escape, or by submitting to it?

He hadn’t figured out the answer by the time they reached an elevator. There were no buttons or floor indicators, so Alex didn’t know how many floors they went up. When the doors opened, he looked at another corridor.

This walk was nowhere near as long until they reached the end of a hallway, with a door in it. Above it was a sign: “Exit”.

The man opened the door, and Alex saw daylight for the first time in longer than he could remember. He heard the sound of vehicles, the sounds of people.

Alex took a step toward his freedom, then stopped. It couldn’t be real. It had to be a trick. They hadn’t gotten anything from him.

“It’s alright,” the man said, placing a hand on his back and pushing him forward gently. “I understand your apprehension, Mister Crimson, but it’s real. You’re free. Just remember, you’re expected at your desk come Monday.”

Alex nodded and found he was on the other side of the door. “Wait.” He turned. “What day is this?”

“It’s Thursday, of course.” The man closed the door.

Alex stood there, looking at it for a long time. He was in an alley, at the base of a tall building. This was the back, he knew because of the loading docks where a truck was being unloaded, and another one was pulling away before lifting off.

He walked around the building, curious as to which one it was. He couldn’t believe he’d been in the city this whole time. The sun hit him when he stepped out of the alley, and he had to close his eyes at how bright it was. He’d forgotten how bright, how warm the sun was. His eyes hurt, even closed, but he thought he could stand there for the rest of his life, soaking it in.

Until someone made a disgusted sound and he saw the people walk around him, step away from him. He had a chuckle at the sight he had to be. He’d showered regularly and washed his clothes in the sink, but he couldn’t look in any way presentable.

He ignored them and joined the crowd. Reaching the front, he didn’t see a name on the building, but he didn’t need one to know it. He’d walked to this entrance every workday for the last eighteen years.

This was Luminex. He’d been held inside the company building this whole time. It wasn’t just the company people who had held him prisoner, it was the building itself.

For a moment he thought he was going to be sick, but he forced the bile down. He was free now; the past didn’t matter. All he wanted to do was go home and find out that Jack was there, waiting for him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 03

Alex looked at the door to his apartment, and realized he had no idea how he’d gotten there. One moment he’d been looking at the Luminex building—he remembered the sun reflecting off the surface, blinding him for a moment—and now he was here.

How had he gotten in without his ID card? Had someone recognized him after all this time, and his changed appearance? No one would have let him in looking the way he did, would they?

The door wasn’t opening. It shouldn’t since he didn’t have his ID. The only other way in was the biometric sensor. He remembered entering Jack’s reading so he could come and go as he pleased. His own had been entered when he took possession of the apartment, but it couldn’t still be there, could it? There was only one way to find out.

He hesitated a moment before placing his hand on the plate next to the door. It blinked, then turned green. The door opened, and he found himself standing before an opening, unsure if he should go in.

He had to go in. He couldn’t just stand in the hall, staring in, but he didn’t want to go in. He couldn’t shake this fear that once in, the door would close, lock, and he’d be imprisoned again.

He knew the fear was ridiculous; he’d been released, he’d signed the papers, so they didn’t have a reason to hold him anymore, and his things were in there, as was food. His stomach growled. It was that thought that made him cross the threshold.

The door closed behind him, and he stood there for a moment.

“Jack?” he called out, tentatively. “Jack? I’m home.” He hoped, prayed for a reply. To see the Samalian’s head poke out of the kitchen or the bedroom would tell him these last months had been a horrible dream. To see him smile would have made what he’d endured worth it.

No Samalian answered him. No one poked out of a doorway and smiled at him. It had all been real.

He realized he was crying, and he forced the tears to stop. He didn’t want to cry anymore. Jack was gone; tears wouldn’t change that, wouldn’t do anything to bring him back.

The boxes littering the living room surprised him for a moment, but they made sense; the company wouldn’t have left his apartment alone while they held him. If nothing else, they’d want to give it to another employee. He wondered if someone had lived here while he’d been away.

He didn’t check the boxes. He headed for the kitchen and was relieved to find the fridge was stocked with fresh food. He didn’t care if it had been the previous tenant’s food, or if the company had restocked it. He took out fruits and vegetables and ate them without bothering to prepare them. The rich tastes ignited his hunger, and he devoured them, moving to ready-to-eat meats once he was done. He was about to start on the cake when his stomach protested.

He couldn’t believe he’d overeaten like that. After months of minimal eating, he stuffed himself; no wonder he felt sick. He’d have to be careful. Maybe he could use this opportunity to try and keep his weight down this time around.

Once the worst of it passed, he went through the boxes and found the bed linens. He made the bed, intending to move on to something else, but looking at it, all he wanted to do was lie on it and close his eyes.

He didn’t understand the urge. Hadn’t he spent enough time sleeping already? Maybe it was the stress of the situation he’d been in finally leaving. He lay down, pulled the covers over himself, and breathed them in.

He fought the tears. He fought them hard, but they won. There was no trace of Jack’s smell left in the sheets. They’d taken even that from him. He was alone, he realized as he fell asleep. Utterly alone.

* * * * *

Alex woke with a start. He’d heard something. “Jack?” he called, “is that you? How was the interview?” Alex felt odd asking the question.

He saw someone in the doorway: tall, broad-shouldered. Almost invisible in the dimness.

“Jack?” Alex asked. “What’s wrong?”

The form stepped into the room, and Alex shied back. That wasn’t Jack.

“Jack doesn’t exist,” the form confirmed, and by reflex, Alex wanted to contradict him. He was right there, the same dark brown fur, the speckling of white through it, but the body language was all wrong, as were the eyes. They were chocolate brown, like Jack’s, but cold, so glacial that just looking at them, Alex felt his blood start to crystallize.

“What did you do with him?” he asked, having trouble forming the words.

“I threw him away,” the cold Samalian replied. “He served his purpose, and I’m done with him. You were so busy fucking him you never realized how I used him to manipulate you. All you cared about was your dream of having sex with an alien.”

“No! I love Jack!”

The alien was standing over him, laughing. “You think Jack loved you? He was just a thing I used. He did what I told him to do, he fucked you when I said so. Jack was nothing, is nothing.”

Alex hit the alien, but his blows had no strength. “No, he was real! What we felt for each other was real!”

The alien snorted. “Nothing about that was real, not from him, not for you. You’re going to go back to your comfortable job, get back in your routine, and forget about him.”

The horror of the words gave Alex the strength to push the Samalian away. “I’d never do that to him.”

The Samalian smiled cruelly. “Don’t lie to me. I know you. You care more about saving your own skin than him. You’ll never be able to work up the courage to come get him.”

“Let him go, please. You said you didn’t need him anymore. If you need me to do something I’ll do it, just give me back Jack.”

The alien laughed again, and it was a scary thing. “Anything I want? Or do you mean what you want? If I fuck you, will you give up on him?”

“No. I’d never let you touch me. You’re a monster for hurting me like this. I want Jack, not you.”

“You think a sniffling thing like you has any chance against me? The only thing waiting for you if you take me on is death, and that’s if I decide to be kind to you. You think I let you live because I thought it was something good to do? No, I knew you’d suffer, I wanted you to suffer. Because you want him so badly, I’m going to keep Jack to myself forever.”

“No! You’re going to give him back to me!”

The Samalian leaned in close, making Alex press back against the mattress until he couldn’t move further.

“Come get him,” the alien whispered. “Come and find me if you think you’re strong enough. I’d love to see you try.”

* * * * *

“No!” Alex’s eyes snapped open and he sat up, scanning the room. It had been a dream, but what the alien had said chilled him. He didn’t want any of it to be true. Jack had loved him as much as Alex had loved him back. That had been what was real.

The voice that had hounded him during his incarceration was silent. It wasn’t there to edge on his doubt in Jack, or what they’d felt for each other. But instead of comforting him, he felt worse; he couldn’t doubt that he’d been used.

The louder he denied it to himself, the more he knew that the Samalian called Tristan had used him, had used him and Jack.

He forced himself out of bed and realized he hadn’t bothered undressing. He threw what he was wearing away. He never wanted to see those clothes again.

He found clothing in the boxes, along with the toiletries he’d been looking for, and kitchen utensils. He showered, dressed, and went back to taking things out of the boxes. Then he found the hologram.

He hadn’t made many recordings of Jack; he’d been too busy being happy, and he also thought there would be more time for them. This had been one of the rare exceptions to that.

They’d gone out to walk in the park, and Alex had left Jack only long enough to go buy them snacks. Coming back, Jack had been looking up at the sky, thoughtful, and without thinking about it, Alex had snapped a holo of him.

He was going to take one of himself—Alex remembered thinking that a matching set would look good on the living room shelf—but he’d fallen sick, then… He could still do it, but without Jack there to share them, it felt wrong.

He held the projector against his chest. He’d thought he’d lost everything of Jack, but he still had this one reminder. The possibility that Jack was just using him nagged, but with this, he could hang onto the belief, the certainty, it had been real.

And then he found the statue, the reproduction of the Defender. Alex smiled at the memory of the game they played at the market, each buying an inexpensive gift for the other.

This time he wasn’t able to keep the tears from falling.

To keep the grief from overwhelming him, he spent the rest of the day putting things away. Once done, he ate.

After his second plate he forced himself to stop, but he wanted more. He was ravenous, but didn’t want to be sick again. He cleaned the kitchen and stood in the living room. The place looked like it was his again, but it didn’t feel like it.

He had to get out. He was in such a hurry to leave that he almost forgot his ID; it had been in a box with pots, almost as if the company didn’t care if he found it.

That he’d lasted this long surprised him. Without Jack, the apartment felt worse than empty. It was a void draining something vital out of him. While busy he hadn’t noticed it, but the moment he stopped it had been there, ready to eat at him.

Once out he felt better, so he walked. Without a destination in mind, he was surprised when he found himself at a transit station. He wondered why his wandering had taken him there; it wasn’t like it could take him anywhere that would help.

Except that wasn’t true, was it? There was one place that had always felt comfortable to him, not so much like a home, but at least a place where he felt welcome, a place filled with familiar sounds and voices.

* * * * *

The clinking of glasses and the thrum of indistinct voices made Alex smile as he entered Alien-Nation. He made his way to the bar, nodding at the aliens he knew.

“Alex,” Alphalar greeted him, placing a drink before a scaly insectoid being. “Where have you been? It’s been so long since you’ve dropped by, I thought you’d abandoned us.” One of the Jolarnian’s head tentacles reached back for a bottle while Alphalar placed a glass before Alex. He took the bottle and poured the dark liquid into it, filling halfway, then topped it with a clear liquid, turning it to an amber hue.

Alex looked at the glass and fought back tears. It was the same drink Jack had made him spill.

“Hey Alex, are you okay?”

He shook his head. “I lost someone.”

One of Alphalar’s tentacles patted his hand. “I’m sorry, was it difficult?”

Alex nodded.

“At least you can take comfort that he’s at peace now. The universe will look after his spirit.”

He stared at the Jolarnian. Alex knew he meant to comfort him, but his words just served as a reminder that Jack wasn’t at peace. It wasn’t the universe looking after him, it was Tristan.

Alex stood. “I’m sorry, this was a mistake.” He turned and stopped in the process of taking the next step. The memory of Jack bumping into him and making him spill his glass hit him, and he couldn’t move.

When he was able to again, he hurried through the crowd, pushing them out of his way, not caring about the curses he received in a multitude of languages. He fought the tears the entire way back to the apartment. He reminded himself over and over that he didn’t want to cry anymore, but they wouldn’t listen.

At least he managed to last until he was in his apartment, the door closed, before the tears burst out and he crumbled to the floor.

* * * * *

Alex froze before the building’s entrance, the flow of people continuing around him. It was Monday and he was ready to get back to work, to get back to his life. At least he’d thought he was. Now he wasn’t sure. Would the guard even let him in?

With a breath to center himself, he let the flow of employees carry him inside. The guard didn’t even glance up from his station when Alex swiped his ID. He was just one of many faceless employees. Even the other employees didn’t even bother looking at him. One of them had to realize he hadn’t been around for months, but if they did, they kept it to themselves.

By the time he reached the floor where the coercion department was located, he’d grown to expect the same there, but he was welcomed with smiles, handshakes, and hugs. Calls of ‘welcome back’, ‘we’re glad you got better’, and of ‘isn’t it good the company takes care of your medical bills’, confused him.

He kept his responses non-committal, and he was able to piece together that as far as everyone was concerned, Alex had gotten seriously sick, that he’d been hospitalized for all this time. He couldn’t believe they thought the story was true, but he played along, not wanting to make waves on his first day back.

He thanked them for the well-wishes, but dodged giving details of what he’d suffered from by saying he wasn’t ready to talk about it yet. With grave nods, they indicated they understood and made sure he knew they’d be there for him whenever he was ready to talk about it. Even his supervisor wished him well.

It was so strange to be back at his desk, surrounded by his coworkers. It felt so surreal that until his first order came, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to do his job, but the moment he had a target, he went after it with abandon. He fed his sense of loss and betrayal into his attacks, and he was effective.

He’d always been good, but now, with his anger feeding him, he cut through the system’s defenses with ease. He talked down the opposing AIs, and showed them no mercy. As soon as he was done with one attack, he requested another target.

He only left his desk for bathroom breaks and food, which was where he saw his interrogator again, standing in a corner of the cafeteria, trying to be discreet as she watched him. He did his best to ignore her, but the idea that she was still there after what she had put him through made him nervous. He fed that in his next attacks, and quickly forgot about his problems.

It was later in the day when, done with his attack, he looked up from his terminal with a sense that unusual sounds had been going on for a while—gasping. He didn’t immediately see anything, so he packaged the files he’d extracted from the target server and sent them off to the parsing department. They’d be the ones with a detailed list of what they needed out of the files, and they’d take them apart until they had everything.

The gasps grew closer, and he looked up again. An older man was walking down his row, as if he owned the entire department. The gray suit he wore was perfectly cut and looked expensive, the kind of suits one of the executives wore. Maybe he was here to ask one of the coercionists for information, or a special job; except those should go through the supervisors.

He could be a visiting client, but then where was the executive who’d serve as a guide, and the security detail to ensure the visitor didn’t wander out of the planned tour? He decided it wasn’t his problem, so turned back to his screen and sent a request for his next target.

As the system’s name and coordinates appeared, someone cleared his throat behind him. It was the older man, and he was offering his hand to Alex.

“Mister Crimson, I am very happy you came back to us.”

After a moment of hesitation, Alex stood and, looking around to get a sense of what this was about, took the offered hand. A few of the other workers glanced in their direction, but most were focused on their own work.

Before Alex could say anything, the man placed his other on top of his. “If there is ever anything you need, please don’t hesitate to let me know.” He gave him a warm smile, squeezing his hand, then let go and left.

Alex watched his back until he vanished around a corner. Utterly confused, he was about to sit when he caught his co-worker staring at him.

“What?” Alex asked the man.

“Don’t you know who that was?”

“Should I?”

“I guess not; you weren’t here when it happened.”

“When what happened?”

The woman on his other side leaned closer. “We were attacked,” she whispered. “Two weeks ago. We had to evacuate the building. From what I heard, someone made it all the way to the president’s office, leaving a lot of dead people in his wake.”

“Not long after that,” the man continued, “we got a new president.”

“It was a coup,” the woman said confidently. “Someone hired a mercenary to take out the old president.”

The woman seated on the other side of his cubicle stood. “I heard it was a vendetta. A feud of some sort.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” the man said. “Who’d pick a fight with the company?”

“A corporation like ours has to have pissed off a lot of people. One of them is going to have the resources to do something about it. What do you think, Alex?”

“I think I need to get back to work,” he replied in what he thought was a casual tone. The surprised expression they gave him prompted him to add more. “I’ve been gone for a while; I can’t afford to slack.”

“I was just asking for your opinion,” the woman said, “not trying to get you in trouble. You don’t have to snap at me.”

Had he snapped? “I just want to get back to work.” Again, he thought his tone had been casual, but they looked annoyed at him as they went back to work.

Their comments nagged at him for the rest of the day. Once home, he did some research and found reports of the attack. One unnamed person had made his way through the company, killing anyone he came across, culminating in an attack on the president’s office itself.

None of the reports he read described him or named him, but Alex couldn’t shake the feeling it was Tristan. Except, the questions had happened months before this attack. Had Tristan come back for some reason?

He tried to forget about the attack, about who might have done it. He didn’t care about company politics, so the attack didn’t matter to him. He hadn’t known the previous president, and he didn’t know the new one, not even recognizing him as the man who had shaken his hand until the report had given a picture of the new president, but that didn’t mean he knew him.

But he couldn’t stop thinking about it. Over the next days he kept returning to it, feeling certain Tristan had been the one to do it. He’d used Alex to get in after all, and why he’d been chosen nagged at him.

Every evening he searched the network for information on Tristan. He wanted to know more about the alien. Maybe in there he’d find a clue to why he’d picked Alex, and what he’d done to Jack. Only there was very little on the open net. 

He was a criminal who had a history of mercenary work and was wanted on multiple planets, but there were no details on any of the crimes he was wanted for. Alex could find indication the information had been there at one time, but someone had gone around and removed it.

He tried to trace who had done it. If he could do that, he’d be able to find everything that had been removed, but his house computer wasn’t powerful enough to coerce the node into cooperating with him. He needed something more powerful.

Like the company’s systems.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 04

Alex wondered if screaming at the screen might help. Not screaming at the node—he knew that never produced anything—but just at the screen. He’d taken out his earpiece and was rubbing his temple. This was proving to be more complicated than he’d anticipated, desipite the simple task. His problem was that he couldn’t dedicate large blocks of time to tracking down the information on Tristan.

Coercion was a sustained process. It was why when he was given a target, he had to stick with it until he was done. A stubborn system could easily take half an hour before it gave up its information, and all Alex had was, at most, ten minutes between assignments before he automatically received a new target.

There was his lunchtime—he had an hour then—but company policy stated he couldn’t be at his station during that time. The company wanted productive workers, not people who drove themselves to an early grave by always working. If he were still at his station, one of the supervisors would be advised by the system, and they’d come check. If he were finishing work on an attack, they’d remind him to take his lunch as soon as he was done. If he wasn’t, his access would be cut, and he’d be told to go take his lunch. He’d seen it happen to more than one employee who thought they could get ahead by overworking themselves. He couldn’t afford to be discovered.

The idea that he might end up back in that room because of that had kept him from spending too much time on this, and was what frustrated him.

For the last two weeks, he’d been trying to figure out a method to insert a command line here and there in such a way that it wouldn’t be detected during a system’s regular health checks. He’d worked out a handful of possibilities, and tested them on systems minor enough no one would care about the alarm they raised if they detected the alterations, which invariably they did. System health was a serious matter. Even minor computers had robust immune systems, and major computers had immune systems so strong that it could undo an attack in seconds, if given a chance.

So he hadn’t been able to track down where the information was during those snippets of time he could devote to that task, but he did gain a sense of who was hiding it, or rather, what was. He suspected it was a program, and not a person doing the work. Even the best coercionist didn’t have the reaction time and thoroughness he was seeing. He’d pick up a trail during a break, figure out the node it led to, then when he returned to it between assignments, all trace of both the node and the trail would be gone. Completely removed, not even a signature left behind, something coercionists were notorious for doing, even when they didn’t want to. Even Alex did it, and the company had spent weeks training him and the others not to do it. It was something ingrained too deeply in them.

He was going through yet another of what he felt was a waste of time, following a trail, pushing how long he worked on this rather than his assigned task, in the hopes that this time would be the one that yielded results, but knowing it wouldn’t. In the back of his mind, he thought it was time for something more direct, more forceful. Like taking control of the Luminex system after work hours and doing this from home, but if he was caught doing that, that gray room would be the least of his problems.

“Mister Crimson.” The stern woman’s voice froze Alex.

He glanced down the corner of his screen, and there was the notification about his next target. As he watched, it went from blinking green to yellow, indicating he was noticeably late in starting.

He did his best to appear calm as he turned, but he was sweating, and his blood ran cold when he saw her. What was she doing here? She was security. At least he noticed her gaze was fixed on him, not the screen, so she hadn’t noticed he hadn’t been working on an assigned target.

“Y-Yes?” his voice cracked.

Her mouth was tight, her face hard. “Mister Karson wants to see you.”

The name was familiar, but he couldn’t place it. As nervous as he was, he had trouble remembering his own last name. He thought about asking, but the anger in her eyes kept him silent. Maybe that was her boss. Maybe she’d been demoted for what she did to him. But if security had been brought in to deal with him, then he was done for. His unapproved work would cost him his job, possibly his freedom.

Strangely enough, as he stood to follow her, he realized that being fired didn’t cause the same fear it had before, and the idea of losing his freedom only angered him because he wouldn’t be able to continue his search for Tristan and Jack. He promised himself that if it came to that, he’d run. He’d find a way to look for the Samalian from the fringes of society.

The elevator went up instead of down, and he found he breathed easier. He didn’t know where the head of security had his office, but he knew the room he’d been kept in was below the building. His nervousness returned when the elevator went past the twentieth floor. Everything above that was executive offices. Even the head of security wouldn’t be considered an executive, would he?

Alex had never gone above the eighth floor before, and now, Alex was so much higher that he was in a world he’d only heard rumors about. Executives didn’t mingle with the common coercionists. If they wanted something, their instructions passed down through dozens, if not hundreds of others before it reached the assigning system. The only reason he could think of going this high was that the lawyers were getting involved. That could only mean the company wasn’t happy dealing with him internally. They were going to make an example of him. They were going to turn him over to Government Law and press charges in the public court.

The elevator stopped, and Alex couldn’t move. He’d thought he was ready for this. When she’d showed up to get him, he’d settled on a plan, but now that he was in the middle of it, his courage vanished.

“Move it,” she said, making him jump.

He looked up as he exited, and caught sight of the floor’s number: eighty-five. He was on the building’s top floor. As far as he knew, there was only one person that mattered on this floor: the company president.

She led him through a corridor without doors, and Alex noticed faint scorch marks on the walls. The only door was at the end of the hall, and as he got closer, the name became legible: Emerill Karson, President.

The door opened to a reception area with two chairs against the wall, an unassuming desk with a well-dressed man seated behind it, and a holo of a nature scene, with the trees swaying in the wind and the clouds drifting lazily in the sky.

The three of them remained unmoving for a moment that felt like an eternity to Alex. Finally, the receptionist looked at his interrogator.

“It’s okay, Chief, I’ll take it from here.”

Alex saw her jaw tighten as she turned to leave, but she paused to glare at him. “We’re not done,” she whispered.

Alex felt like telling her to take him with her as the door closed.

The receptionist waited a moment, then nodded to himself. “He’s expecting you, Mister Crimson. Please go in.”

Alex straightened his shirt before crossing the room. He wiped his hands on his pants as the door opened for him. He forced confidence in his steps as he entered a modest room with shelves lining the walls. There were no books on them, just objects—things the company made, he guessed, although, here and there he saw rocks and crystals.

The door closed behind him, and he was able to keep from jumping. “You wanted to see me, sir?” Much to his surprise, Alex’s voice didn’t crack.

He had a shock when he recognized the man seated behind the desk as the one who had come to his cubicle and shaken his hand. He now wore a white suit, leaned back in his chair, and studied Alex. He looked much more imposing seated than he had standing, and Alex realized the feeling came because this man now literally held Alex’s life in his hands.

What Alex didn’t understand was why he was doing this personally. This man couldn’t be bothered to fire a lowly coercionist, could he? He had an entire department to take care of that.

The man indicated one of the two large chairs facing him. “Please, take a seat.”

Alex did what he was told. What other choice did he have? You didn’t disobey the company president. Hell, you didn’t normally meet him during your entire working life, and now Alex had met him twice. If not for the trouble he was in, he’d be a star among the other coercionists, if not the whole of the lower floors.

“First off, Mister Crimson, I’d like to know how you’ve been doing since coming back to work.” His voice was deeper, gruffer than Alex remembered.

Alex stammered. “I’m okay.” He didn’t know what else to say. He hadn’t expected that question, and how he felt about the company wasn’t simple anymore. He was grateful to have a job, but he felt betrayed by the way he’d been treated.

“Has…everyone has been treating you well?”

“Yes, sir. After all, they just think I was in the hospital.” The sarcasm dripped off his tone.

The man before him squirmed, which surprised Alex, but it also pleased a part of him he didn’t realize he had, a vindictive part































