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Technology cannot keep us from death, 
but it can keep us from life
-Area 52 saying
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CHARACter list
Amaya—works with legacy computer systems, Nyala’s sister, is struggling with guilt over things that have happened in the past
Amoco—neuroscientist and programmer, Director of Chip Research for Panacea Corp
Bren—stayed in Area 52 to take care of June’s pets
Cooper—still bitter three years after being dismissed from his position at a university, upset because he didn’t know that he was Grace’s father
Dan—sheriff’s deputy in Area 52, was kidnapped by the expedition team
Elliat—reporter, blogger
Georgia—designs digital items, especially historical reconstructions and clothing
Grace—Mariela and Cooper’s daughter
Hank—martial arts instructor who grew up in a res-home
June—Mariela’s mother, wife of Oscar Stafford, used to work at Panacea Corp, lived in Area 52 for sixteen years
Liam—CEO of Panacea Corp, was thrown out of a helicopter over the Gulf of Mexico
LP—highly advanced digital being modeled on Liam, has been deleted
Mariela—acting CEO for Panacea Corp
Nyala—Amaya’s sister, organizes protests against Panacea Corp
Opali—young girl, advanced digital being, Sofi’s daughter, has been deleted
Oscar—Mariela’s father, former head of Panacea Corp 
Petra—founder of Area 52, over one hundred years old (according to her birth certificate, that is)
Sofi—Mariela’s sister, Opali’s mom, lives in the Panacea metaverse
T-Rock—survivalist, former Zazora player, was bitten by a rattlesnake, has never met a nature metaphor that he didn’t like
Viola—the new Director of Chip Research for Panacea Corp, used to date Cooper
 
 
 
Chapter 0

Fourteen Years Ago
Nighttime in Area 52
Mariela lifted Grace and held her close. The young girl put her arms around Mariela’s neck and rested her head on her mother’s shoulder. The man who had carried Grace for most of the last six hours hovered nearby, waiting among the pine trees edging the driveway. The house at the top of the gravel driveway beckoned, as if inviting them in—the porch light welcomed with a soft yellow glow; the balcony running along the front of the house suggested lazy afternoons of wildlife watching and nights of moon gazing; the twinkling lights wrapped around the banister of the steps to the balcony hinted at playfulness; and the thick stands of pine trees surrounding the house said this was a place where a child could explore and have adventures.
Grace shifted in her arms. “I’m cold, Mommy. Are we almost there?” The poor girl was drenched and exhausted. They were all exhausted.
“Yes, we’re here.” She needed to get Grace out of the rain, but her arms refused to let her daughter go. Maybe they could stay here just a few more minutes. The steady drizzle ran through Mariela’s hair and mixed with her salty tears. At least Grace wouldn’t know she was crying.
Just a few more minutes, and then they would go. 
A light flickered on in the house. Mariela’s heart warmed to see the woman in the window standing at what must be the kitchen sink, washing some plate or maybe a pot. Her heart pounded against the walls of her chest, threatening to break her rib cage. She had to get this over with, even if that meant handling things differently from how she had originally planned. She set Grace down. It was now or never. 
She knelt beside Grace and helped her put on a child-sized backpack stuffed with a change of clothes and her favorite stuffed animals. Mariela placed her hands on Grace’s elbows and looked at her. The resemblance to her father—the dark honey eyes and thick brown hair—was striking.
She should have told Cooper. She should have told him everything—about how Grace was his daughter, about how she wasn’t dead. Mariela should have asked for his help, but she had buried herself so deep in lies she didn’t know how to climb out. Now there was nothing to do but continue to tell them.
“Do you see that woman up there?” Mariela pointed to the house where the woman was still standing at the sink. Grace nodded. “Do you remember who she is?” Mariela asked.
Grace bit her lower lip and shook her head.
Mariela took a deep breath. She just needed to keep it together for a bit longer. “She’s your grandmother,” Mariela said. “I need to say goodbye to this man here,” she nodded in the direction of the man hovering at the edge of the woods, “so I want you to knock on the door and when your grandma opens it, say, ‘Abuelita, it’s me, Grace.’ Did you get that?”
Grace nodded. She was so serious, so young.
“Okay, go along now. I bet your grandma will make us some hot cocido quemado that we can drink by the fire.” Mariela smiled and stroked Grace’s cheek. “Go get warm and get into some dry clothes, and I’ll be there in a few minutes.”
Grace turned and headed toward the staircase. She didn’t look back, thankfully. Mariela inched off of the gravel and onto the thick carpet of pine needles, never once turning away from Grace. The stairs were big for the young girl; Grace had to put in a little extra effort with each one. She was about halfway up the steps when Mariela got to the trees. Mariela grabbed the man’s elbow and pulled him back with her, farther into the darkness of the trees, but still close enough to see the house. Grace’s knock on the door was faint, but seconds later the door opened. The woman looked confused at first, but then smiled a big smile and kneeled down to hug Grace.
That was all Mariela needed to see. “Come on, let’s go,” she said to the man. Without waiting for him, she turned and walked as fast as she could into the dark.
The man caught up to her. “Are you sure that’s what you want to do?” he asked in a low voice. “Are you really going to leave her there, without even talking to your mother at the very least?”
“Yes.” 
“That’s cold.”
“Don’t judge me…what’s your name again?”
“Bren.”
“Bren, I appreciate you helping me. You saw me struggling and you offered to help out, which is more than most people would have done and I appreciate it. But don’t judge me.”
Not that she cared what the man thought, or if he was judging her. The rain slipped down her face obscuring her vision, and she stumbled over the spongy pinecones and scattered branches. There was a hiking path up ahead. Once they reached it, they would be able to move faster and get away from here. She couldn’t face her mother. Not with what she had just done.
 
 
Chapter 1

Nine Days Until the Umbrella Falls
April 2115; dawn on Tuesday
Cooper hated everyone in the hovbus with him, even the ones he liked. The sixteen hours the seven of them had been stuck in the bus together were without a doubt the worst hours of Cooper’s life. Cooper even hated the sunrise that punctuated the jagged lines of the far-off mountains and he despised the clouds that burned with color as they hovered over the hostile desert. Sure, some people would consider them beautiful, but to Cooper the sunrise was just another reminder of how long he had been stuck in the small, enclosed space of the hovbus.
The bus sped along the highway heading toward the Outside, beyond the Outer Ring of the city of Glorietta Pass, bringing them closer to when he would have to explain to Mariela that her eighteen-year-old daughter—their daughter—had been accidentally shot and had died a death that left them heartbroken and with no other option but to bury her in a shallow grave in the desert. He hated the desert.
 “Grace didn’t deserve to die,” Georgia said, just as she had said multiple times before. “I should have been the lookout instead of her.”
The people around Cooper then had the exact same conversation they had been having for the last who-knows-how-many hours. Hank told Georgia not to beat herself up; Georgia told Hank he was minimizing her feelings; T-Rock told Georgia there was no way she could have known what would happen and that it was his fault. On and on it went, ad nauseam. Then Deputy Dan said he was responsible for Grace’s death, which was actually true, but had also been said many times before. Cooper was sure he was going to hate them all for the rest of his life.
They should have reported in to Mariela with an update about the trip. She was the one, after all, who had planned the expedition to the isolated Area 52—an area concealed from the world by an umbrella of advanced technology. But while the maintenance on the backup servers had gone as planned, no one wanted to tell her that her daughter had died. Or that they were holding Dan, the deputy from Area 52 who had accidentally shot Grace, hostage until they could figure out what to do with him.
With nothing to do but stare at the other passengers for hours, Cooper felt like their faces were burned into his memory banks. There was the petite and silver-haired Georgia, a designer of digital items who was unfailingly kind yet also firm, especially with Hank, an overgrown manchild who appeared to have never had any gainful employment other than as a martial arts instructor. Although on the scrawny side, he might have been considered handsome by some. Unlike T-Rock, a block of pure muscle who was known for his survival skills both as a Zazora player and in the solid world, who ironically had managed to get bitten by a rattlesnake.
The quietest ones were June and Amaya, who both seemed to have retreated within themselves. Maybe they were, like him, inwardly judging everyone else in the hovbus and thinking about how they would rather have toothpicks shoved under their fingernails than continue to sit in an incredibly tiny space with people who they had come to hate.
And there wasn’t anyone Cooper hated more than Dan, the Area 52 deputy. Dan thought the entire world outside of Area 52 was awash in radiation, no matter how many times they told him that the levels of radiation were perfectly normal and there was no Nuclear Armageddon of 2035. Dan returned to it stubbornly, as though their explanation might be different the next time he fretted about the radiation.
Cooper closed his eyes and tried to tune out the conversation around him. He sighed. In another hour they would be home and he would be free of this never-ending torture.
 
Cooper needed an off-switch for his brain. A switch that would let him sleep and stop thinking. With the job to perform maintenance on Server AA completed, Cooper’s brief period of employment was coming to an end. It had been nice to have a job again after so long without one. Not that he had looked lately. 
Since he had returned home a year ago from fighting in the Arctic War, he had been…adrift. Unmoored. Signing up to fight in the Arctic War was probably the best decision he could have made after losing his teaching position at the Academia Veritas Virtual three years ago. At least he felt like he had something to offer when he was in the Arctic. 
Unable to find sleep, Cooper watched the large, concrete block pod warehouses surrounded by chain-link fences pass by in a blur. No other cars passed them. Nothing but warehouse after warehouse. Each almost indistinguishable from the next. Concrete block after concrete block. Lulled into a half-sleep, he startled awake when a stump-like, buck-naked man ran out of one of the warehouses.
“Hovbus stop!” Cooper swayed forward as the hovbus decelerated. 
Amaya looked over her shoulder at the man running towards them. “Isn’t that Elliat Exis? The journalist?” 
The naked man pushed through a loose section of the chain-link fence next to the unguarded gate to the warehouse. Without losing any speed, he continued his sprint and crashed full force into the hovbus. His face smashed into the window and he pounded on the slowing vehicle while running beside them.
“Help!” Elliat cried out, his voice straining and his eyes wide with fear. “Please help!”
The vehicle came to a full stop.
“What in the world?” June asked. “Why is a man pounding on our window in the buff?”
“I don’t know,” Amaya said, “but I’m going to find out.”
Deputy Dan’s eyes widened as he stared at Elliat pounding on the window. “What is wrong with you all? Is that how exposure to radiation makes people act?”
“Dan, how many times do we have to tell you?” Amaya snapped at him. “There was no Nuclear Armageddon of 2035, your village Elders told you that so you wouldn’t want to leave the protected zone of Area 52. There is no radiation other than the usual amounts.” 
“Then why does everyone from here seem so deranged?” Dan asked.
Dan had a point. Things had been tense during the time they had been cooped up in the vehicle, first because of a sandstorm, and then during the drive home. Dan watched them that whole time with the look of someone who was scared stiff because he didn’t understand who they were or what they were going to do with him. 
 “I met Elliat during a protest I went to with my sister Nyala about a week ago.” Amaya’s natural hair bobbed from the motion of yanking on her shoes. “I’ll go talk to him. Cooper, can I have your digital skin clothing?” 
“You want me to go home in this?” He looked down at the plaid shirt and denim jeans that Grace had picked out for him in Area 52. He had planned to change back into his digital skin before they got home. 
“I can’t talk to him if he’s not dressed,” she said. “It’s not like a lot of people are going to see you before you get home.” She stood up, leaning over slightly so she wouldn’t hit her head on the roof of the hovbus. Elliat’s renewed pounding on the glass made Georgia jump. 
“Oh alright.” Cooper pulled his digi-skin clothing out of his backpack. He tossed the clothing to Amaya. She opened the door to the bus and stepped out. He exited the hovbus after her. 
Elliat came running around to meet them. “Thank the Oracle,” he panted. “You have to help me.”
“Here, put this on.” She threw him the clothes. 
“You want me to wear this?” He took the clothes but let them dangle from his fingers with disdain.
“You don’t want clothes?” she asked him.
“Clothing is an artifact of societal expectations that developed when we needed clothing to deal with the weather. I find it to be unnecessary on moderate days such as this one. But fine, if it makes you comfortable, I’ll put them on.”
“I appreciate you accommodating my societal expectations,” Amaya said drily.
He pulled the shirt over his head and put the pants on. They adjusted to fit him. 
He put his hands on his hips. “Happy now?”
“Yes.”
“You have to help me.” He paced back and forth while wringing his hands. “Everything’s gone off the rails inside.”
“What do you mean?” Cooper asked.
“It’s better if you see for yourself,” he said. “Come take a look.”
Whatever made Elliat flee the building sparked Cooper’s curiosity. “Okay,” Cooper said. “Let’s go then.” He turned toward the hovbus. “Is anyone else coming?”
June, Hank, Georgia, and Dan exited the bus behind them.
“Hey guys, I’m going to stay here,” T-Rock said from inside the hovbus. “Even with the antivenom for the rattlesnake bite, moving around hurts like a million bees stinging me at once.”
“What are you all wearing?” Elliat looked at them almost as skeptically as Dan did. “Is that plaid? Why is everyone wearing plaid, except for that guy,” he pointed to Dan in his Area 52 law enforcement uniform, “who looks like he’s dressed for retro-cop Halloween. And her…” He pointed at June but stopped short when he looked at her. “June STAFFORD?” His voice broke on her last name. “June Stafford? I thought…” He paused, apparently for the first time at a loss for what to say.
“Do I know you?” June asked.
“June, don’t worry about him,” Cooper said. “He’s a blogger/wanna-be-journalist who thinks he knows a lot more than he actually does.”
Elliat huffed. “I had some very reliable sources who said that her husband may have killed her when she disappeared sixteen years ago.”
Cooper took Elliat’s arm and turned him toward the warehouse. “I’m sure they were very reliable. Elliat, what was it you wanted to show us?”
June didn’t move. “I’ll stay with T-Rock,” June said. She headed back to the hovbus. Maybe it was the lack of digi-color on her skin, but she seemed older and more tired than Cooper remembered. He shook his head—don’t be dense, Cooper—they all looked older and more tired than they had sixteen years ago.
Elliat slipped through a hole in the chain-link fence and then held one side open for Cooper to climb through. Elliat moved stiffly but with a hurried pace toward the single door in the looming concrete block warehouse. The others followed along behind them. 
“Where are we?” Georgia asked. She turned in a circle taking in the landscape around her. 
Cooper couldn’t answer her; he had no clue where they were either. The only thing he could say for sure was that they were in the Outside of the Outer Ring of the city. If he had to guess, they were about thirty minutes from Oscar Stafford’s estate, but that was as much as he had figured out.
“I’ve been here before.” Behind him, Amaya hunched over to step through the fence. “It was around a week ago, and it was the day that he,” she nodded at Elliat, “moved into his pod.” Her brow furrowed, one eyebrow higher than the other. “Elliat, what’s going on? Did you exit your pod?”
“Yes, but not the normal way,” he said.
It was the first time Cooper had ever heard of a not-normal way of exiting a pod. “What other way is there?” he asked. 
“You’ll see,” Elliat replied. “Follow me.”
At the entrance to the warehouse, the heavy steel door stood open. 
“Why is the door open?” Amaya asked. “Where are the guards?”
Hank swung the heavy door back and forth. It glided smoothly. “It should be locked.”
“Right,” Elliat motioned for them to go through. “Follow me inside, but don’t leave the waiting room just yet.”
A pungent smell burned Cooper’s nostrils. Every door leading from the plain white, unadorned waiting room was open, their magnetic locks apparently not working. A handful of uncomfortable chairs that looked like no one ever sat in them lined the walls of the room.
“Where’s the manager?” Hank asked Elliat. “When Georgia exited her pod after thirty-two years of pod living”—he placed a hand on Georgia’s shoulder—“the pod manager told me that for security reasons no human was ever allowed into the inner storage chamber unless they were entering or exiting a pod or conducting necessary maintenance. But look at this—even a raccoon could wander in without a single person or door to stop it.”
Georgia walked around the edges of the room examining the bare walls. To Cooper it looked like she had moved to get away from Hank. The tension between Georgia and Hank—Georgia mad at Hank for his apparent carelessness and Hank mad at Georgia for being mad at him—had been part of what made the last seventeen hours so intolerable. This nightmare trip couldn’t be over soon enough.
“This warehouse doesn’t have a manager.” Elliat sniffed. “It’s completely automated.”
“No manager?” Georgia asked, her eyebrows raised. “I didn’t know there were warehouses without managers.”
Elliat shrugged. “I don’t make much money blogging, so it was what I could afford.” 
“Do you make any money blogging?” Hank asked. Hank’s tone of voice made it clear he thought Elliat was a second-rate hack. Cooper was inclined to agree with him.
Elliat ignored him. “All the warehouses this far outside of town are pretty cheap. Corporate used to send someone out if there was a problem, but now even the repairs and pod insertions are automated.” He turned to Amaya. “Where’s your sister? Not that I’m missing her. She’s a pill.”
“I don’t know.” Amaya looked away. “I’ve been trying to reach Nyala for hours now and I can’t. Ever since Panacea went offline I can’t reach her.”
“The outage probably messed with her chip,” Elliat said, seemingly unconcerned about Nyala’s lack of contact. “It surely messed things up here.”
Cooper didn’t believe Elliat’s glib assurances that there was nothing to worry about with Nyala. It had been twenty-one hours since all the digitally stored information in the world had disappeared for around twelve hours and then mysteriously reappeared. Nyala should have been able to be in touch by now.
Elliat turned to address them. “Before we enter into the storage area, I need you all to prepare yourselves—it’s not going to be easy to see. Or smell.”
Finally, they were going to see what the fuss was about.
“Are you ready?” Elliat asked in what could only be described as a very serious voice that seemed to be setting up a dramatic reveal.
“What is this place?” Deputy Dan asked, spoiling Elliat’s reveal. Usually no one answered when Dan asked questions, but this time Amaya responded.
“Some people like to spend all their time in the metaverse…” Amaya said
“What’s the metaverse?” Dan interrupted.
“It’s virtual reality—the digital stuff that tons of people have made…on their computers, and it all connects together. People who live in the virtual world need to have their bodies taken care of, so their bodies are in pod environments in large buildings like these called warehouses, but they spend all their time in the virtual world.”
“They spend all their time in virtual reality?” Dan asked. “Don’t they lose their ability to interact in the physical world?”
“They do,” Georgia said. “Some even forget the solid world exists and that it can affect them. But most of them never plan on leaving the virtual environment, so it’s not a concern for them. I used to live in a warehouse like this, until I left my pod and learned how to walk again.”
~~~~~
Dan hung back near the warehouse entrance where it would be faster to escape. They kept telling him there was no Nuclear Armageddon of 2035, but these people didn’t behave normally. No one was paying attention to him; he should just make a break for it now and take his chances in the desert.
“Are you ready?” The guy who had run out to greet them—not wearing a stitch of clothing—asked with his hand hovering near the door handle.
The woman named Amaya answered the guy, “Okay Elliat, let’s see what’s got you all worked up.” She didn’t seem to like Elliat much, but then she didn’t seem to like Dan either. Maybe she didn’t like anyone.
Elliat took a deep breath and opened the door onto the largest room Dan had ever seen. Elliat appeared to expect them to follow him. It was probably a bad idea, but Dan couldn’t help himself—he followed the man into the gloomy chamber. The emergency lighting was clearly inadequate and a safety risk, with pockets of harsh light mixed with dark spots where Dan couldn’t see the floor. 
The immense room stretched long, with some unusual metal structures that he couldn’t figure out.
“Why is it so dark?” Amaya asked.
“The regular lighting stopped working,” Elliat said. “Your eyes will get used to it.”
He wished he had his gun back. Ahead of him, Amaya turned down one of the aisles. The gangly man named Hank followed Georgia, an effortlessly elegant woman, in the other direction. The wild-haired man called Cooper was behind him. 
Did he really know all their names? Yes, because he had spent seventeen hours with them in a small hovering vehicle. He knew more about them than he ever wanted to know. Now, they were looking at something inside this large building where people lived in ‘pods.’ Sure, they had tried to tell him that there was no radiation, but then what did they really know? They said his leaders lied to him, but what if their leaders were lying to them? 
Dan turned down an aisle. The large metal structures loomed on both sides of him. He walked slowly, making sure to keep an eye on his six. His foot caught on something on the floor. It tipped him off balance and sent him hurtling onto the concrete floor. He rubbed his kneecap where it had slammed into the floor. Too late, his eyes adjusted and the item he had tripped over became visible. It was a body. A dead body. The body of a thin, nothing-but-bones, woman with long hair and no clothing. 
He scrambled backwards on the floor. “What is this place?”
On the other aisle, Amaya was singing a song—haunting and spiritual, sad and forlorn, it seemed to be asking forgiveness. Hank and Georgia joined in, and their voices sent the song echoing throughout the building. 
Dan picked himself up off the floor and brushed the layer of dust off his pants. What was he going to do with the body? Where he was from, he would have been responsible for it. But he didn’t have jurisdiction here. What had killed her? Would anyone investigate what happened? Would someone bury her or would they just leave her there?
A hand grabbed his ankle. He startled and almost fell onto one of the pods.
“Kill me,” the woman said in a raspy, foreign-sounding voice that he could hardly hear.
He looked around him, checking for threats. It didn’t feel safe. This place—there was something wrong with it. Amaya’s Kyrie haunted him, he could barely see the woman begging for his help, and he didn’t understand where they were or why she was lying on the floor wanting to die. His eyes blurred. He couldn’t breathe. 
The woman’s hand slipped off his leg but still clung to his pant leg. “Kill me,” she said again, the raspy whisper barely making it out of her mouth. He kicked his leg to loosen her grip on his pants. Freed from her grasping hand, he fled the building.
~~~~~
Cooper looked up the aisle Dan had just sprinted out of. What had spooked Dan so much to make him run outside like a scared sheep? There was a woman lying on the ground near where Dan had been standing. Cooper ran up and kneeled beside her. She grabbed Cooper’s arm with a weak grip.
“What happened to you?” he asked her.
“I was hungry.” Her body tensed and she took a few fast, shallow breaths. Her mouth formed words with difficulty, just like Georgia’s had when she left her pod after many years. “I needed”—she paused—“to get food.” She closed her eyes. Her teeth clenched and her breathing was labored.
Elliat hovered behind him. “All the warehouse services, including the food drips and waste removal, stopped after the Black Screen.”
“The Black Screen?” Cooper asked.
“When the metaverse went out. It was like staring at a black screen for twelve hours. When the virtual environment came back on, none of the life support worked.”
The woman tightened her grasp on his arm. “I was hungry.” The woman was close to emaciated. Elliat had implied this warehouse was one of the cheaper ones; they probably kept their residents on an even more restricted diet than usual. 
“And something happened?” Cooper asked the woman.
“Tried to climb…down…ladder. Too weak.” Her grip on his arm loosened for a second.
“And you fell?” 
“Yes.” 
There was an access ladder to the vertically stacked pods not far away. The pods were stacked probably fifteen high, with the top ones near the soaring ceiling. It was impossible to tell how high she might have fallen from. Based on how she was lying, with her back twisted and her legs not moving, it looked like her back was broken.
“I’m in…a lot…of pain,” the woman said. Her voice was getting weaker. 
“How long have you been lying here?”
“Don’t know. I jumped at…four?” 
She had been lying there for thirteen hours. Cooper shuddered. It was an agonizingly long time to be lying injured on the concrete floor. Based on his experiences back when he was working search and rescue, she probably didn’t have long to live. Her breathing had the wheeze of a death rattle and her skin was cold and clammy. He didn’t have anything to warm her with, so he took off his plaid flannel shirt and placed it over her. He sat beside her on the cold concrete floor, held her hand in his, and waited.
In the distance, there were sounds of the others moving around and at times talking quietly, but now that it was quiet he also heard other voices. There were faint cries of “help” and the occasional “over here.” At least one person was sobbing and another repeated “I’m so hungry” over and over. Someone else complained she had soiled herself. There was the sound of someone in one of the high-up pods vomiting, and the vomit hitting the ground a fraction of a second later. The smell of vomit mingled with the stench of excrement and urine. Elliat was right—it was an assault on the senses.
With his eyes adjusted to the light, he could see maybe half the pods had open covers and people sitting up in them. Others changed their covers from opaque to clear as he was watching and their occupants’ voices joined the others calling for help. 
Elliat moved on to join Hank and Georgia about a third of the way down the long row. Where was Amaya? Cooper hadn’t seen or heard from her in a while.
Elliat looked into one of the pods with an open cover. “I think this one’s detoxing,” he said. 
Hank joined him. “Sir, are you okay?” Hank asked. There was a pause with no sound. “How can he be detoxing? Doesn’t the warehouse control the substances that go into his body?”
Georgia joined Hank and Elliat. “Some warehouses are more lax in what they allow than others,” Georgia said. “Some of the cheaper warehouses, especially the ones people can actually afford to live in on the basic advertising income, allow pretty much anything in any amount as long as the person pays in advance. Those warehouses don’t care if the person becomes addicted or not.”
“Is there anything we can do for him?” Hank asked.
“Do you have any detox injections?” Elliat asked.
“No. Doesn’t the warehouse have any?”
“Probably, but where?”
“Cooper,” Hank yelled back down the aisle to where Cooper sat with the woman, “is there anything we can do for him?”
“Not without detox injections,” Cooper yelled back. He had never felt quite so helpless, not even in all his days of doing search and rescue.
Hank said something to the fellow who was detoxing and moved on. He was too far away for Cooper to hear him but it sounded like an apology. Hank pushed a large button near one of the ladders.
“The rotating mechanism’s not working,” Hank said. “There’s no way to get the higher up pods down to the ground level.”
“Nothing’s working,” Elliat said. “Haven’t you been listening to what I’ve been telling you?”
“How did you get out?” Hank asked Elliat.
“I climbed. I’ve only been here a week so I can still climb down the ladder.”
“Can you rotate the pods manually?” Georgia asked.
“I don’t see any way to do that,” Hank said. “I can climb up and start carrying people down.”
The rattling breathing of the woman reeked of impending death. Cooper tightened his grip on her hand. It wouldn’t be long now.
Hank climbed up the ladder closest to him. When he got up to the pod above the bottom one, he leaned over and spoke to the woman in it. With what appeared to be careful delicacy, he pulled her onto his shoulders in a fireman’s carry. “She’s super lightweight!” he called out, placing one arm around the woman and looping the other arm around the ladder so he could slide down as he descended the ladder. 
It was a relief when he placed the woman on the ground. She wasn’t able to support herself, so Hank gently propped her against the bottom pod; not long after she slid to the side and laid on the concrete. Cooper could feel the cold air of the concrete working its way through his jeans. If he felt cold, the unclothed woman had to be freezing.
Hank was already ascending the ladder to get the next person. Elliat and Georgia had gone further down the aisle checking on people who were in bottom pods. It was slow going, but Hank was managing to get people down the ladder in about five minutes per person. Cooper did some calculations—the typical warehouse could house 12,000 people. Even if this one was only half full, and assuming Hank could carry twelve per hour, it would still take him around 1,000 hours to get them all out. They would be dead by then.
Was there any point in helping them out of their pods? If they couldn’t walk, how would they be better off? A burst of sunlight shot in through the door as Amaya strode in from the outside. So that’s where she’d been.
“I’ve checked some of the other warehouses nearby and they are in the same situation,” she said. “I also saw Dan in the hovbus, and he is freaked out.”
“I’m surprised Dan didn’t take the chance to run off,” Cooper said.
“I’m not,” Amaya said. “Where would he go? It’s not like he has any clue how to get home and he doesn’t know anyone here.”
“Good point.”
“What’s he doing?” Amaya nodded toward Hank, who was carrying his fifth person down.
“He’s removing people from their pods.”
“There’s no way we can help them all.”
“He seems determined to try.”
“It’s a fool’s mission. And without food it won’t do them much good.” She looked at the woman. “Is she okay?”
“No, she’s close to death.”
“I’m so sorry.” Amaya sat down by the woman and placed a hand on her shoulder.
Elliat and Georgia worked their way toward Cooper and Amaya, stopping to talk to some of the people in the lowest pods.
“Elliat,” Amaya asked, “does anyone know about this?”
“I contacted the authorities after about ten hours when I figured out that the automated systems probably weren’t coming back online. It’s been eleven hours since then. They informed me they were ‘dealing with lots of issues’ and will get to the warehouses when they can. 
“I’ve told the people not to leave their pods, but it’s not like they are listening to me. Like this lady,” he pointed to the woman that Cooper was sitting next to, “they panic but they don’t have the strength to get out. As far as I know she’s the only one who survived.”
“We should check for others,” Georgia said.
“And do what?” Elliat asked. “Good luck finding any medical supplies.”
“At least we can keep them company,” Cooper said.
 
The death rattle had been going on for half an hour now. It wouldn’t be much longer before the woman passed. Her grip on Cooper’s hand loosened and she no longer seemed to be aware of the people around her. No other survivors had been found outside of their pods. None, that is, except for the ones Hank had carried down the ladder as he continued in his futile attempt to help them.
“I can’t see,” a woman Hank had helped said. “My eyes are blurry.”
“Mine too,” said another man.
“That’s normal,” Georgia said. “It’ll take your eyes a while to start seeing normally again.”
“Hank, give it up,” Amaya yelled down the aisle. “It’s a hopeless endeavor.”
“I don’t take orders from you,” he yelled back.
“That’s true,” Amaya said under her breath. “You never have, even when you were supposed to.” Then louder, more to Cooper and Georgia than to Hank, she said, “Even if we can keep these people alive for a while, they’ll quickly run out of food and we will as well if we stay here. Even if Hank keeps helping them out of their pods, it will still take months for him to get all of them down. And that’s not even including the thousands of people living in the three other warehouses up the road have the exact same problem.”
“I know.” Cooper didn’t like it, but they couldn’t help these people. He would talk to Mariela when he got back and see if she could send help. Her employer, Panacea Corp, was one of the world’s largest corporations. Mariela would have access to resources they didn’t have. At the very least they could send food. These weren’t Panacea Corp’s warehouses, so it wasn’t Mariela’s responsibility, but she would make sure they got help. Mariela had a lot of faults, but she was always willing to help out.
“Didn’t you used to do search and rescue?” Hank yelled at him. “Why aren’t you doing more to rescue these people?” 
“One part of doing rescues,” Cooper yelled back, “is knowing when any attempt to help will make things worse.”
The woman’s rattling breathing went quiet and her hand went limp. Cooper felt for her pulse.
“She’s gone,” he said. He closed her eyes. He reached for his shirt, and then stopped with his hand hovering in the air. It seemed wrong to take his shirt off of her. He went back and forth on whether to take the shirt, finally deciding the right thing to do was to leave it.
“Are you all okay with leaving?” Amaya asked.
“Yes.” Cooper and Georgia spoke at the same time.
Elliat grabbed Amaya’s sleeve. “Take me with you.”
“Sorry,” Amaya shook her arm to remove Elliat’s hand. “There are too many people here for us to help them all. It wouldn’t be fair to the others if we took you.” She turned to where Hank was starting to climb up another ladder. “Come on Hank, let’s go.”
Hank stopped a couple rungs up the ladder. “I can’t leave them.” 
Amaya turned toward the door. “Okay, let us know when you’re done in a couple months and we’ll send a car for you.”
“Okay,” Hank yelled back. 
Was he really fine with being left behind? “Hank,” Cooper said, “we’ll get Mariela to send someone to check on them. But come on, let’s go. There’s not much you can do for them now and we’re all exhausted.”
Hank didn’t respond right away. “On my way,” he finally said as he headed down the ladder.
“Don’t leave us,” a soft voice cried out.
“We’ll send someone for you,” Cooper spoke loudly to the room because he was unsure where the voice was coming from.
“How long until someone comes for us?” another voice called out.
“I’m sure it will be soon,” Cooper said. The truth was, he didn’t know. From what Elliat had said, it might be a while before any help got out there. More and more voices spoke up with increasing urgency as they turned to leave.
“Get me down from here,” someone called out in a small voice. “Don’t leave me.”
The voice came from high up in the pod lifts. Nearby a gentleman had his pod open. 
“We’ll die if you leave us,” the man said.
“You’re not going to die,” Cooper replied. If only he could be certain of that he would feel better.
“I’m not staying here.” The man reached for the ladder, grabbing it with one hand and pulling himself to a standing position. His legs trembled underneath him and his grasp on the ladder was tenuous.
“Don’t.” Hank started to climb up the ladder. “Sit down and I’ll get you.”
“I’m coming with you,” the man said. He lifted one trembling leg out of the pod and placed it on the ladder. His entire body quivered.
“Please, sit down,” Amaya said.
With visible effort, the man pulled himself onto the ladder. For a second it looked like he might make it, but his legs trembled and buckled. He tumbled headfirst over the side of his pod, plummeting until he slammed into the concrete floor.
Cooper’s heart pounded.
Elliat ran to the man. “Stay in your pods, I tell you, stay in your pods.” His voice broke with frustration.
Georgia headed toward the man. 
“He’s dead,” Elliat said.
Georgia stopped walking toward him. Amaya took her arm. 
“Let’s go,” Amaya said. “There’s nothing more we can do to help them.” 
 Hank wiped his eyes and followed them. Cooper stopped to look back at the rows and rows of stacked pods. These people would get the help they needed, right?
“Cooper, are you coming?” Amaya called from the door.
“Yeah, I’m coming.” He followed the others out through the lobby to the exit door. The transition from the cool, dark interior of the warehouse to the light of the rising sun blinded him. He shaded his eyes with his hand and made his way back to the hovbus.
Elliat ran after them. “Take me also!” It was clear he wasn’t giving up. “You’re not leaving me.” 
“Call a transport,” Amaya said.
“I’ve called. They’re all booked. For the entire week. I made a reservation for next week but I can’t handle staying here that long and I’ll probably die without food and water.”
Amaya spun around to face him. “Elliat, you’re not coming with us.” She was angrier than Cooper had ever seen her. “You think June Stafford wants to share a ride with you? After all the things you said about her over the years? How you said that she had committed suicide? Or blamed her husband for killing her? Or said that her family had mismanaged Panacea Corp? We’ll send some help, but you’re staying here.”
So that was why she was adamant that Elliat couldn’t come with them. Cooper should have thought of it. The Stafford family had been kind to him over the years, and June was like a second mother to him. Why hadn’t it occurred to him it would be tough for June if they offered Elliat a ride?
Elliat stopped talking, apparently unsure of how to react to Amaya’s anger.
“I didn’t think…” he said. His shoulders slumped. He rubbed his face and stopped following them.
With Elliat no longer bothering them, they got into the hovbus. T-Rock had his eyes closed, his face pinched from the pain. June was napping, and Dan was staring blankly at nothing. He looked like he had just realized he didn’t have anywhere else to go and they were the best friends he had. 
June woke up as they got settled. “How did it go?” she asked.
Cooper didn’t want to talk about what they had seen. He shook his head. “Not good.” He pushed some icons on his monitor and the hovbus glided forward. Elliat chased after them, yelling nonstop.
Cooper rolled his eyes. “Doesn’t he ever give up?”
“Who?” June asked.
“Elliat Exis.”
“The blogger? I read some of his stuff while you all were inside. He has some interesting theories.”
“Well don’t worry, we’re not taking him with us.”
Elliat was surprisingly fast considering he didn’t look like he was in good shape, but as the hovbus picked up speed Elliat fell behind. He developed a limp and then finally stopped, put his hands on his knees, and panted.
“Hovbus stop,” June said. The bus slowed. “I don’t like this. Let him come with us. We have one extra seat; we might as well allow someone to use it.”
Cooper shrugged. If June was okay with it, who was he to object. When the hovbus came to a complete stop, he opened the door and motioned for Elliat to join them. Elliat smiled, ran toward them as fast as his limp would allow, and hopped inside.
“Thank you, thank you, thank you!” He said while trying to catch his breath. He turned to June, “I promise I will only write flattering things about you in the future.”
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2

Nine Days Until the Umbrella Falls
Tuesday morning, continued
Mariela peered around the curtain on her office window. The horde of protesters outside the Panacea Corp headquarters was dwindling, but the chanting still pulsed through the air, rising up to her office on the top floor of the Panacea Corp headquarters building. Listening to the veiled threats in the chants only made waiting for a message from the team all the more excruciating. 
She was probably going to wear holes in the carpet from pacing.
Finally—an alert pinged her chip with a message from the team. It was only a brief message—Amaya said to meet at Mariela’s father’s estate in half an hour. Not long after the first, a second message from Amaya followed. But instead of having more details, all it said was, “Bring a cryogenic tag.” A cryogenic tag? She wasn’t even sure what it was or where she would find it. She would have to ask Amoco Cadiz, a neuroscientist who worked for Panacea Corp doing chip research. 
She sent a message back to Amaya. “What do you need it for?” 
“A prisoner.” Amaya’s brief response alarmed Mariela.
“Is everyone okay?” she replied immediately.
“Will share more details later,” was all the response she got.
Mariela sent out another message to Amoco. “Amoco, I need you in my office right away. Bring a cryogenic tag, whatever that is.” 
Amoco probably would have preferred she send a messenger pigeon instead. Mariela sometimes indulged his quirks, but she wasn’t in the mood to run up to the pigeon rookery on the roof today. 
She rubbed the back of her neck. It still burned from where two thuggish Panacea Corp bodyguards had injected a substance next to her embedded chip, a substance that let them illegally monitor the activity on her chip. If the bodyguards, or as she liked to call them, brutes, were monitoring her chip activity right now, hopefully they didn’t know enough to realize that asking for a cryogenic tag was highly unusual. 
Her reflection in the window showed the side of her lip was swollen. She pushed away the memory of the brutes slamming her head into the window of the helicopter and splitting her lip. Even with the healing spray her doctor had given her it was probably going to scar. With any luck, the scar would make her look tough and like someone not to be messed with.
Amoco must have been in the building already because he showed up within minutes. He sported his usual vest with a pocket watch, cane, and stovepipe hat. The cane was completely decorative—even though he used prosthetics on the lower half of his legs, he had no need for the cane. She wouldn’t be surprised if he twirled the cane on occasion just for fun.
Amoco spread his arms wide in greeting and kissed her on the cheek. “My dearest Mariela, let me first say how glad I am to see you and how concerned I was to hear your trip to Bolivia had been cut short. I was also taken aback that your bodyguard chose not to return with you.”
It was a long story she couldn’t afford to tell Amoco right now. Not with the brutes monitoring her chip.
Mariela leaned on her desk, half standing and half sitting on it. “Did you bring the tag?” she asked. 
Amoco nodded and held up a palm-sized silver box with etchings on each side.
“What is it?” Mariela asked.
“Decades ago, when we first attempted to revive people who had been cryogenically frozen after their deaths, we collaborated with the government to develop a security protocol. In the event we successfully brought someone back to life, they granted us ten security tags that could be used wherever identity checks were needed. The only stipulation was, in addition to the ID number, the tags had an additional label of ‘medical experiment.’”
Upon closer examination, one of the etchings on the silver box read ‘for medical use only.’ “Have we ever used any of the cryogenic tags before?” Mariela asked.
“We have never successfully revived a cryogen, so there’s never been a need. Once someone is declared dead, it turns out they are in fact quite dead and, despite our best efforts, refuse to be brought back to life.” Amoco placed the box on the desk. “Can I assume it was not requested for use on a cryogen? Did the travelers bring someone from Area 52 back with them?”
“I guess so. I’m not getting much information.” Mariela sighed. When she realized they were bringing someone back with them she had briefly hoped it was her mother or daughter, but they wouldn’t be prisoners and neither of them would need tags as they had profiles already. Her daughter Grace’s profile had been inactive and marked as deceased years ago, but at Mariela’s request Amoco had reactivated it before the team left for Area 52. 
She felt completely in the dark. “All I know is I need to take the tags to my father’s estate where I’m going to meet them.”
“Were there any encounters with your mother or daughter?” Amoco asked.
“I don’t know!” It got under her skin that the team hadn’t provided more information. She was the one who had planned the expedition, after all. She deserved to know what had happened. “My mother’s chip is online, and a tracking identifier found Grace’s chip but then the chip went offline.” The panicky feeling returned. “Why don’t they tell me anything?”
“I understand your concern.” Amoco picked the box up and tucked it into his vest pocket. “I will accompany you to your father’s estate. You will need my assistance to install and activate the tag. Not that I would miss hearing what happened.”
Mariela dreaded hearing what happened. Between the lack of communication, the prisoner, and the ping from Grace’s chip before it went offline… Her stomach caught in her throat—something bad had happened. The only thing she could do right now was to head out to the estate with Amoco and get some answers. 
~~~~~
Cooper stared out the window of the hovbus at the narrow road passing through the grounds of Oscar Stafford’s estate. They arrived not thirty minutes after leaving the pod warehouse. The only stop had been to drop Elliat at the Levanto monorail. As the hovbus wound its way up the long winding driveway to the estate, Cooper’s breath became shallow and his hands started to shake.
Insisting that he be the one to tell Mariela about Grace’s death had seemed like a good idea a day ago, but now it seemed like a ridiculously bad idea. The eleven hours they had spent sitting in the hovbus waiting for the storm to blow over seemed like a distant memory, and his request to be the one to tell Mariela seemed like an even more distant memory. 
Cooper had been angry she hadn’t told him Grace was his daughter, and at the time he had some idea he would confront her, but now he realized he was about to tell a mother that her daughter had died. 
The feelings of anger and grief were so strongly mixed in him he wasn’t sure he could sort them out and be able to talk in any sort of coherent way. The growing dread that settled into his stomach almost made him want to stay in the hovbus with the people he had begun to loathe during the hours he had been confined with them.
June held a napkin tightly gripped in her hand, rubbing it between her fingers and passing it from one hand to the other until it shredded into small pieces. Cooper had almost forgotten it was her home as well. Caught up in his own problems, he forgot she had her own stress to deal with. It must be difficult seeing her husband Oscar for the first time in sixteen years.
The hovbus glided to a stop in front of the main estate house. Mariela ran out of the house, down the steps, and across the open area to where the bus was parked. She called over her shoulder to Oscar as she ran ahead to greet them. June punched a button and the door of the bus opened with a hiss.
Georgia took a deep breath and looked at Amaya. “Are you ready?” She took her pack out from under her seat and held a hand out to Amaya.
Amaya nodded, her mouth pressed tight and her eyes wet with tears. She grabbed her pack and exited the vehicle holding hands with Georgia. Neither of them looked at Mariela. They set their packs down and, standing next to each other looking like twin statues, they slumped and looked at the ground. Mariela ran up and pulled them into a close embrace. They hugged her back.
Cooper tried to collect his thoughts as everyone else exited the bus. Only June remained with him. 
“You don’t know what to say either?” he asked her.
“How do you say hello to the husband you haven’t seen in sixteen years?” June asked. “How do you say you’re sorry for leaving to the daughter you left behind?”
Cooper put his arm around her. “Well, I consider you to be the good news. So which first—the good news or the bad?”
“Normally, I advocate for bad news first, but in this case, I think I should go ahead.” She wiped her eyes. “Are you going to be okay?”
“June, I don’t know how to talk to her. How do I tell her that her daughter is dead when all I want to tell her is how angry I am with her?”
“You’ll figure it out,” she said before giving him a long hug back. “We’ll figure it out. Cooper, there’s no easy way to do it, and any way you say it, it’s still going to hurt and sound wrong. Just say whatever comes to mind and it will be good enough.”
~~~~~
“What’s wrong?” Mariela asked. Amaya and Georgia either couldn’t or wouldn’t answer her. “What’s wrong?” she demanded again.
T-Rock and Hank exited the vehicle along with another man she didn’t recognize. He had to be the prisoner.
“Where’s Cooper?” she asked.
“He’s fine.” Amaya answered through her tears. “Give him a minute.”
What did he need a minute for? 
Her father and Amoco joined them. She grabbed her father’s hand. “Something’s wrong but I don’t know what.” She had an idea what it was, but she still hoped she was wrong. She had to be.
A gray-haired woman with a sad air about her exited the vehicle. Mom! She ran forward and grabbed ahold of her mother. As a grown woman in her mid-forties, Mariela thought she didn’t need a mother anymore, but once June hugged her, she didn’t know how she had survived without her. Mariela had worried about the team running into her family members in Area 52, but now that she had seen her mother, she had no doubt it was the right thing. She was elated. Secrets be damned. What good were secrets anyway if they didn’t get revealed eventually?
But that also meant they knew about Grace. Was that why Cooper didn’t come out? Was he angry with her for lying to him, for telling him Grace was dead instead of the truth—that she had taken Grace to Area 52 after her chip failed? 
“Mom, where’s Grace?” The thought she had been trying to avoid pushed its way in. “Something happened to her, didn’t it?”
“Ask Cooper,” her mother said. She was crying also. Even the prisoner appeared to be crying.
“Let’s go,” T-Rock said to the new guy, giving him a push toward the house.
“Cooper?” 
He was stepping out of the vehicle now, looking almost gaunt although he hadn’t lost any weight. His eyes were dark and angry. He held himself gingerly, like he was in pain. 
Mariela’s words caught in her throat. “Cooper, what’s wrong? What happened to our daughter?”
~~~~~
Why did he say he would be the one to do this? How did he imagine it would go? Cooper tried to speak but couldn’t. The tears in Mariela’s eyes glistened. She already anticipated the worst. And her question had confirmed Grace was his daughter. He let that sink in. Grace had been his daughter. And he had lost her.
He was angry with Mariela about so many things, but for a moment he didn’t see the woman who deceived him. Instead he saw she was in pain. He wanted to go to her, to comfort and to be comforted, to acknowledge the connection they shared to Grace. But the anger froze him. Anger that he only knew his daughter a week before losing her. Anger that Mariela would keep such a big secret from him. A thousand emotions pushed on the inside of his skin, trying to get out, like he might burst open and the tangled knot of emotions he had stuffed inside would explode. 
“We left…” He couldn’t finish. He sniffed and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “We buried her at the base of the mountain.”
What a peculiar torture this was. The only person he wanted to be comforted by was also the person he couldn’t let himself get close to. He wanted to go to her, but he also wanted to walk away and never talk to her again. He wanted to tell Mariela how Grace had grown up to be a self-assured, intelligent young woman with a quirky personality. But his feet stuck to the ground like they were in concrete. 
Amaya and Georgia stepped in to comfort Mariela. June hurried to her husband and held his hands in hers while saying something to him. There wasn’t any point in sticking around. He could go to his cottage and let the others sort out the seething mass of human emotions he left behind. He would find emotional relief in solitude.
 
 
Chapter 3

Eight Days Until the Umbrella Falls
Wednesday
 
The moment Mariela saw Cooper come out of the hovbus that morning she had known. She had hoped it wasn’t true, hoped that Grace was still alive, that her chip had gone offline because she had decided to stay in Area 52. But Mariela had known. She just had to be honest with herself.
Back at her favorite park bench, the leaves swirled around her like they had when she had first talked to Amoco about planning the trip to Area 52. Back then, she had been so optimistic—she was going to get in touch with Grace and become part of Grace’s life again. There was no guarantee the team going on the expedition would find Server AA, or be able to do the maintenance on it, but the trip should have been safe. No one should have died.
Now they had a deputy from Area 52 who Amoco had tagged this morning as a cryogen but who was very much alive and would have to be dealt with, Cooper was understandably mad at her because she hadn’t told him Grace was his daughter, and she was having to send her staff to deal with the crisis at the cheap warehouses outside of town. It wasn’t her fault their owners had done minimal maintenance and the warehouse’s systems couldn’t handle the outage. No matter what they did to get the warehouses back online, no matter how soon they got it done, Panacea Corp would still get sued. The only silver lining was that her mother was here. 
Mariela sighed. It had been a long day. Before she left the estate, Georgia had told everyone she was planning to return to her pod. Amaya had hugged Georgia and promised she would use her terminal to stay in contact, Mariela’s mother had suggested to Georgia that they both get together with Mariela’s sister Sofi, T-Rock had hugged Georgia and told her he would visit, and that guy they called Deputy Dan surprised everyone by also hugging Georgia. Mariela had been told that he hadn’t intended to kill Grace, but she was having a hard time forgiving him.
Hank had also hugged Georgia, and told her he would see her later that week in their martial arts class. 
“I might not be there for a while,” Georgia had said. From what Mariela could tell, she blamed him for Grace’s death even though it had been Dan who pulled the trigger.
Hank had opened his mouth to speak and then shut it again, apparently unable to find the words to tell Georgia he loved her. Or at least that’s what it seemed like he had wanted to say. Mariela almost felt sorry for him.
“Hello Mariela.” 
Mariela startled. Two beefy men towered over her.
Oh hell no.
The brutes. The ones who had injected a substance next to her chip that allowed them to monitor everything she did. They could also kill her remotely if she didn’t do whatever they asked. She crossed her arms and leaned back against the park bench. “What do you want?”
“Lots of interesting stuff going on in your life Mariela,” the man she knew only as Brute One said. “Luckily for you, I don’t have the time to watch what’s going on in your life, and I don’t care how you spend your day or how many secrets you have. I don’t care because the kill switch is all the leverage I need to get everything I want.” 
Brute One had always been the more difficult one. Brute Two was friendlier and less dangerous, but unfortunately Brute One appeared to be in charge. Brute One was also easy to identify by his broken nose.
Mariela’s heart pounded, but she wasn’t going to let the brutes know that. “Like I said, what do you want?”
“We got something good in the works,” Brute One said. “For now, I just wanted to remind you about the kill switch.”
“Like I could forget. The thing burns like hell.”
“Good. That way you won’t forget about us. We’ll be coming to you soon with what we want. Be prepared, because you may have to do some things you don’t like.”
With their message delivered, the two brutes left her alone. She wanted Amoco to disable the kill switch as soon as possible, but the brutes had threatened to set it off if she ever tried to disable it. She rubbed her temples. She needed to figure out a way to let Amoco know about the kill switch without the brutes knowing.
~~~~~
Amaya hadn’t planned on coming back to the Stafford estate. Ever. After Amoco and Mariela deleted the LP100 model digital ghosts without letting her know, she also hadn’t planned on talking to either of them ever again. But she didn’t know anyone else who could disable her chip, so she was back at Mariela’s family’s estate one day after they had gotten home, sitting at the conference table in the library watching Amoco as he prepared his tools. 
The house’s library, with two walls completely covered in bookshelves filled with print books, was probably the most beautiful room on the planet and the only upside of being back at the estate. Amaya took a couple of the leather-bound books off of the shelves, felt their rough pages, and breathed in the hundred-year-old smell.
Her sister Nyala had finally contacted her late the evening before and said she was on the train back from Bolivia. Nyala wanted to support Amaya even though she was still on the train, so she joined them over a monitor. Her face, with the landscape of Mexico passing by in the background, filled one of the windows in the library. In the adjoining windows, Amoco had the Zazora game playing while he got ready. Mariela sat at her desk drumming a pencil on the table. She seemed distracted and it wasn’t clear why she was there because she didn’t talk to anyone.
“Amaya, are you sure this is what you want to do?” Nyala asked.
“How can you ask me that?” Amaya asked. “I’ve lived without a chip, or more accurately without knowing I had a chip, since I was fifteen.” 
The situation that had led Amaya to take meds so she would forget she had a chip was complicated. In the two decades since, she at times had wished she had a chip, so it was no wonder Nyala was grilling her on whether this was what Amaya really wanted to do.
“I just want to make sure,” Nyala said. “This needs to be the right decision for you. Not because you think it’s something you have to do.”
“I’m sure.” People with chips had excluded her, belittled her, and looked down on her. Even when the exclusion was unintentional, like forgetting she couldn’t attend their graduation party without a monitor or projection suit, it still stung. Now that she could be a member of that group, the idea of spending time doing things only chipped people could do only made her feel lonelier. In the end, the decision to permanently disable her chip was easy. She sat down at the table where Amoco was getting his tools ready. “Let’s do this,” she said.
Amoco stood behind her. “Lean your head forward.” 
Amaya did what he requested. 
He put his hands on the sides of her head and palpated the back of her neck where it met her head. He then rummaged around in his bag, mumbling to himself as he did so.
Deputy Dan strolled into the room, his eyes open wide as he took in the library, the windows turned into screens, and the medical equipment on the table. “Is this the kidnappers’ hang out?” he asked.
No one replied. Amoco set a device that looked like half a metal cuff on the table and looked up. “How are you adjusting to your medical experiment tag?” he asked Dan. 
“It burns.” Deputy Dan rubbed his arm where the tracking and identification chip had been inserted. 
Amaya should probably stop calling him Deputy Dan, as he wasn’t a sheriff’s deputy here. But she had gotten used to it and it felt right for him, even if he was now wearing some pre-programmed digi-skin clothing rather than his uniform.
“Thank you for sharing that detail,” Amoco said. “It is important to have this information if we ever successfully revive a cryogen. Please be assured you are providing invaluable assistance.”
“Would have preferred not to. Am I free to go where I want now?”
“Of course. But please be sure to contain your wanderings within the grounds of the estate.”
Dan nodded towards the windows that had the game on them. “What’s that?”
“It’s the Zazora game.” Amoco had a
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