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      Cass Armstrong pecked out the remaining characters of her answer to the essay question. With a tap of the send button, she completed the last of her first semester finals. Cass waited for the screen to clear, showing the university’s testing system had received the exam. As a green check mark displayed, she stood and started towards the door.

      She looked around the room as she left. It pleased her to see she wasn’t the last person to finish the final exam. Cass had struggled initially in her classes, primarily because her ability to study for the exams was reliant upon using outdated technology. Her family’s technophobia and fear of artificial intelligence systems had kept her from bringing the latest hardware to school.

      That all changed after Cass had a jet ski accident during her fall break. The cybernetic implants she had received to fix her injured brain, right eye, and ear also enabled her to access the central AI network known as the Mantle. The add-on enhancements helped her to study more efficiently, record video and audio from all of her classes, and index them via a transcription app she’d downloaded.

      The implant in  Cass’s head had likely made the difference between passing and failing this semester. She shook her head at the irony of it all. Cass still remembered when she had first awakened after her emergency surgery. She had been sure it meant the end of her life as she knew it.

      Now Cass accessed the Mantle without a second thought and checked the network for messages as she headed for the elevators. Her inbox in the cloud received the query and returned the same response she’d received prior to the beginning of the exam two hours before.

      Empty.

      Cass had hoped for a message from her girlfriend, Shelby Moore. Shelby had gone home to Boston to be with her family after her brother was murdered. Cass missed her so much, her heart ached at times. She understood Shelby’s need to be with family right now, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.

      As Cass stepped off the elevator on the ground floor of the Business School building, a familiar voice called out to her.

      “Hey, Cassie,” Lisa said from across the lobby.

      “Oh, hi, Lisa. How are you?”

      “Finally done my finals,” Lisa replied. “I can’t believe I had to wait and stay here until the very last day of exam week for my last test.”

      “Me, too. This was the exam I was most worried about, though. I’m glad I had the extra time to study.”

      “Hey, have you heard from Shelby at all?”

      Cass nodded. “A few times. At first, she couldn’t talk much. She was busy doing a lot of things with her family for the funeral over the last few weeks. Since then, I’ve heard from her every couple of days.”

      “She left so suddenly. Do you know if she’s planning on coming back to school?”

      “I hope so. I miss her, and I don’t want her to throw away her hard work from this semester.”

      Lisa smiled. “You two made a great couple. I hope she comes back, too. I miss her laugh.”

      Cass smiled. She missed Shelby’s laugh, too. It made her sad to think about how long it had been since she’d heard it. Cass decided to change the subject before things became too morose. “When are you leaving to go home?”

      “My parents come to get me this afternoon. And you?”

      “Mine are coming tomorrow. I’m kind of nervous, though.”

      “Yeah, aren’t your folks kind of strict about things like…” Lisa reached up and tapped her own cerebral implant with her forefinger.

      A grim smile crossed  Cass’s face. “Yeah, you could say that. I’m hoping I can keep them from finding out about it, though. That’s why I have to head back to the dorm. I have a lot to do to get ready before my mom and dad get here in the morning.”

      Lisa waved goodbye. “Well, good luck. I’ll see you next semester.”

      “Yeah, see you then.”

      Lisa turned off towards the student center as she left the building’s entrance. Cass turned in the opposite direction and headed towards the edge of campus and the freshman dorms. She had some important errands to run this afternoon after she stopped by her room.

      Cass’s plan to hide the implant on the right side of her head and face began with a sort of disguise. She’d already gotten an artificial skin covering to hide the metal surface that extended from her right temple back over her ear. Her hair had finally grown back post-surgery, too, so it helped to conceal the implant on that side when she wore it down. The synthetic skin patch was the first line of defense and essential for keeping her parents from learning about her cybernetic parts.

      That wasn’t the only challenge Cass faced going home. The Sapiens Movement enclave in which her family lived was surrounded by a powerful and sensitive virtual firewall. It was that barrier that had her most concerned and it was the reason for the next part of her plan. It required a risky trip to a sketchy neighborhood downtown, alone. Because of that, Cass had been putting it off all week.

      She checked the time in her system and picked up her pace. She was excited to get back to the dorm because she’d planned to chat with Shelby for the first time in two days when she got back after the test.

      Cass hoped Shelby had worked out a way to finish her fall semester classes remotely from home. She’d still been working on getting the details squared away when she and Cass last chatted.

      The eerily silent dorm was almost empty. Most of the students had completed their finals earlier in the week and had already headed home. The only person she saw was the upper-class dorm monitor, Mitch. He sat at the front desk in the lobby as Cass entered the building.

      “Hi, Cassie. Remember you need to check out of your dorm room before you leave. There’s a whole checklist we need to go over. Tomorrow’s the last day.”

      “I know. I’m working on finishing up getting packed now. Everything else is going to stay here during the break until I return.”

      “Will Shelby be coming back, too?”

      “That’s what I hope. I think she’ll have everything squared away at home by then. I have to go. She’s supposed to drop in for a face chat soon.”

      Mitch nodded and went back to something he’d been doing on the desktop screen. Cass headed down the hallway towards her room. Her implant signaled the cybernetic lock on the dorm room door of her arrival. She heard the click of the deadbolt unlocking the door as she reached for the handle. Cass entered her room, dropping her purse on the desk before flopping down on the bed.

      She lay there for a long time, staring at the ceiling, trying to decide what she would say to Shelby when they spoke. Things had been more than a little awkward between them since Shelby’s sudden departure a few weeks before.

      In the beginning, Cass viewed Shelby’s return home as a betrayal. Shelby had lost her brother in a horrific series of events at the Sapiens Movement rally held not far from campus near City Hall. Cass knew the loss of her brother devastated her girlfriend. Cass hadn’t come through it unscathed, either. In the struggle to get away from their vantage point on a nearby rooftop, Cass accidentally had shoved a man trying to stop them. He’d lost his balance near the roof’s edge and fallen to the sidewalk.

      Cass could still see the man’s crumpled form lying on the sidewalk five stories below. The pool of blood spread out around his head on the pavement in a horrific splash of crimson. She shuddered at the thought of all she’d seen and done that day. The memory of the rally, recorded via her cybernetic eye and implant, kept her awake at night sometimes.

      The man’s death had been ruled an accident by the authorities. Cass had been able to find out that much with a cursory search of the Mantle news services the next day. That didn’t mean the guilt over her part in his death didn’t gnaw at her.

      It didn’t help that conspiracy theories had popped up immediately about the other things she’d seen on the rally’s stage. Naysayers downplayed the veracity of the video. Those people said the deaths of the subs on the rally’s stage were faked by those trying to discredit the Sapiens Movement.

      Cass and Shelby both knew the viral video Cass had recorded wasn’t fake at all. She’d seen up close and personal the moment Shelby’s brother Eric was killed by the Sapiens First terrorist leader on stage in front of the cheering crowd.

      Elena,  Cass’s sister, told her everyone back home in the Sapiens enclave had a multitude of potential theories about the video. A few of those theories included the belief that the video was somehow related to the mysterious death of a rally attendee who fell from a nearby rooftop.

      The viral video of the events was now known as the Saturday Massacre. Shelby had grabbed the video wirelessly from  Cass’s implant and streamed it anonymously out to the entire nation. In the weeks since, it had become one of the most viewed videos of the year.

      As if on cue,  Cass’s implant system chimed with an alert. She opened the automated message from her inbox. A newsfeed story popped up. The alerts she’d set up about anything regarding the video notified her when a news item on the subject posted.

      She activated the link and the newsfeed began playing the video newscast in her mind. It featured an interview with the leader of the Sapiens Movement, Sterling Noble.

      “Mr. Noble,” the female news anchor asked, “how do you respond to the assertion that your movement was behind the deaths of the seven cyber human individuals two weeks ago?”

      Sterling Noble offered the woman a sad smile. “How would you like me to respond? I have denied it in every way I can. The members of the Sapiens Movement are peaceful. Our aspirations are only political. The alleged events depicted in that video are still under investigation by our own internal security team. We believe the video is fake and are hard at work to find the source so that we can verify it was indeed fabricated.”

      “How can you say the video was fabricated when the bodies of the seven individuals who died were later found in an alley not too far from the location of the Sapiens rally downtown?”

      “It is our belief that those unfortunate individuals were killed as part of the plot to undermine our important work. We are not what our opponents say we are. The other members of the Sapiens Movement and I are merely people who wish to live in peace, alone and away from all artificial intelligence and robotics. The implication that we were involved in any way with their deaths is laughable.”

      The leader of the Sapiens Movement moved forward in his seat, leaning towards the interviewer as he continued. “It is far more likely those people who died were involved in some criminal element among the cyber human community. It is well known to us how their subversive efforts have impacted the level of crime in the center of major metropolitan areas. They frequently use their enhanced cybernetics to take advantage of normal humans like myself and my followers. The video is further proof of their depravity.”

      “So, your assertion is that the video was a pretense to discredit the Sapiens Movement?”

      “That’s what I’m saying.” Sterling Noble kept his gaze level and stared the news anchor down as if daring her to ask him another question.

      The female reporter shifted in her chair. “Very well, then. We’ll have to leave it there as I’m out of time for this segment. Mr. Noble, thank you for coming on the show. If you have information that you think would shed more light on this topic, you are welcome to return and share it with our audience at a later date.”

      “I will certainly do that, Nancy.”

      Cass shut down the video feed.

      She found herself clenching her fists in anger. She’d heard it all before in other interviews, but to see the leader of the movement, a man she’d once respected, repeating the lies, only served to alienate Cass from her family even more.

      How could they say Eric’s death and the death of the others had been made up? She’d seen it with her own two eyes. Sterling Noble was a friend of her family and she’d grown up believing in everything he said. Now she felt betrayed by everything he and her parents stood for.

      All these thoughts warred within Cass as she went over her plans to prepare for her trip back to the enclave.
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      The chime sounded on the tablet sitting on  Cass’s desk. It shook her from the dark thoughts swirling inside her head. Sitting up on her bed, Cass checked her connection to the network to see who was calling. She jumped up and ran over to her desk when she saw it was Shelby.

      Cass sat down in the chair and tapped the screen on her tablet to connect the video chat.

      Shelby’s beautiful face filled the screen, her dark hair hanging down in loose curls on either side.

      “Hey, Shel. It’s so good to see your face. How are you?”

      Shelby smiled and nodded. “I’m doing better, Cass. Things have settled down a lot since the funeral.”

      “How did things go getting your classes squared away? Will the professors allow you to finish the rest of your assignments and testing remotely?”

      “Yeah, they’re going to let me take my final exams at a college close to our house that can proctor them for me. It looks like I’ll be able to finish things up. It’ll be a few weeks late, but the semester will get done nonetheless.”

      “That’s great news. So, you do plan on coming back next semester, then?”

      Shelby smiled. “That’s the plan. I’m hoping we can see each other before then, though. Do you think you could get away from your parents to come up to Boston and see me?”

      Cass hesitated. Once her parents learned about Shelby and her cybernetic enhancements, they’d barely talked to her. The thought of their daughter dating someone they considered subhuman was something that angered  Cass’s mom and dad to the point that they refused to bring it up on the few calls they’d had with their daughter.

      “I don’t know, Shelby. It might be hard for me to get away from the enclave once I go home.”

      A look of concern crossed Shelby’s face and her brow furrowed. “You will be coming back to school next semester, too, won’t you?”

      Cass shrugged. “I assume so. I haven’t heard anything different from them, though, to be honest, we’ve hardly talked since you left. Still, they’ve invested in me to come here. The money would be wasted if they didn’t let me finish my degree.”

      “You don’t sound so sure of yourself.”

      Cass shook her head. “It’s not that. Coming back to school’s the least of my worries. I’m more concerned about them finding out about my own implants. If they discover what happened to me and how the doctor’s fixed me, I don’t know what they’ll do.”

      “You’ve got your skin patch to cover up the cerebral implant. Everything else is internal. As long as you keep that hidden, you should be able to keep them from learning about everything, right?”

      Cass gave half a smile. “That’s the plan, at least part of it, anyway.”

      “What else is there, Cass? Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      “There’s one more problem that most people outside the enclaves don’t know about. We keep it a secret to make sure we can catch people who might try to infiltrate our communities.”

      Shelby’s puzzled frown prompted Cass to keep going. She had to tell Shelby eventually. “Shel, the enclave perimeter has security systems and an impenetrable firewall that sounds an alarm when any Mantle-connected device or person crosses the boundaries of the community enclosure. I’m afraid that’s going to be my downfall. I’ve tried searching the Mantle for alternatives in my spare time, but I’ve been unable to discover anything that can help me.”

      “You should go back to the Bizarre, Cass. I’d be willing to bet someone there can get a workaround figured out for you.”

      Cass nodded. “That was my initial thought, too. I plan on going down there tonight. The problem is, I wouldn’t even know who to talk to. Do you know of someone there who might be able to help me?”

      “Remember the guy who created your skin patch, Frederick? He might be able to help you. He’s mastered the physical way to cover up an implant. You can’t be the first person who’s needed to hide it from detection systems, too.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Cass said. “My parents come to get me tomorrow morning, sometime after ten o’clock. I don’t have much time.”

      “You should get down to the Bizarre sooner rather than later then.”

      Shelby looked off into space for a second. Cass realized she was checking something online via her implant.

      “It’s already 4 p.m. They may already be closing up by the time you get there. I don’t know how many of the vendors will stay late on a Friday like this. You have to hurry, Cass.”

      Cass didn’t want to end her conversation with Shelby. They talked so infrequently now. “All right, I’ll go. Promise I can call you later?”

      Shelby shrugged. “I’ll see. My parents wanted to do something just the three of us this evening. There’ve been family and friends over nearly every day since the funeral. Today’s the first day we’ve had to ourselves. Mom thought it might help us adjust to the new family dynamic without Eric if we did something together tonight.”

      Cass smiled to be supportive, even though she didn’t feel it inside. The challenges Shelby’s family faced were ones she couldn’t even fathom. She certainly didn’t want to get in the way of their family healing from the violent loss of a son and brother. This might be the last chance to talk to Shelby for a while, though.

      Cass knew she’d be unable to talk with her girlfriend much at all once she got home with her parents. The enclave’s security firewall worked both ways. They blocked unwanted things coming and going.

      Cass smiled in spite of her disappointment. “Well, try and call me later when your family is finished with whatever outing your parents have planned. I’ll make sure I’m awake whenever you call.”

      “I’ll try. Bye, Cass. Good luck at the Bizarre.”

      “Bye, Shel,” Cass replied. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      The screen went blank. In  Cass’s mind, the blankness extended inside her as well. She wondered if Shelby would call her later or not. Managing their relationship at a distance like this was more difficult than she’d imagined it would be.

      Cass had wanted to hold Shelby close to her and go back to the way it was before for two weeks now. She couldn’t endure being away from her for nearly two more months while on their winter break.

      She pushed the gloomy thoughts away and reminded herself she needed to get downtown to the Bizarre, the underground marketplace for cybernetic enhancements. It was a fantastic resource and Cass had already considered going there for help with her problem.

      Shelby was right, though. It was getting late on a Friday afternoon. Some of the vendors would start packing up to go home before too long.

      Cass grabbed her purse from the desk and left to head downtown. It was time to find a way past the Sapiens restrictive cybernetics firewall.

      The driverless auto cab dropped Cass at the curb across the street from the alley leading to the Bizarre’s entrance. She checked traffic and then crossed the road, heading down into the alley between two apartment buildings. She reached the steel door on the right leading to the marketplace and pulled it open. The metal stairwell echoed as she descended to the abandoned underground parking garage.

      Cass chuckled when she reached the bottom and stepped out into the open space filled with tables and stalls. It was funny to think of coming here by herself. The first time she’d come here, she’d been frightened of everything about this place. She was new to her cybernetic enhancement and didn’t trust people in the cyber human community the way she did now. She’d had to fight past all of the prejudices she’d grown up with. Along the way, she’d learned there were people just like her who wanted to live their lives, enhancements and all.

      Cass crossed the garage, walking down the rows of tables hoping the vendor known as The Skin Doctor was down there in his usual spot. Shelby had been right about the vendors packing up for the night. A bunch of the stalls were starting to tear down early. She saw more than a few vendors packing up their wares in bins and totes and rolling them towards the freight elevator at the far end of the garage.

      Cass hurried down the last aisle towards the far corner. That was where Frederick, also known as The Skin Doctor, had set up his booth when she was here the last time. A wave of relief washed over her when she saw him standing there talking to a woman with a cybernetic arm similar to Shelby’s.

      Frederick smiled at Cass as she approached. “If you give me just a few minutes, my dear, I’ll be with you as soon as I can.”

      “No problem,” Cass replied. “I can wait.”

      The woman talking to the former plastic surgeon smiled at Cass and continued her discussion. “So, you can come up with a reliable covering or glove that will hide my arm?”

      “I can. There are some challenges though.”

      “Like what?”

      “The larger the surface area I need to cover, the harder it is to get the skin tension right. The elasticity of normal skin is different than what I use in my materials. Over time, a larger covering will start to sag in certain stressed areas like the wrist and elbow. The smaller the sleeve is, the easier it is for me to create and repair if necessary.”

      “I need this job, Doc. I need to make money to feed my children. They won’t hire me if they know I have a cybernetic arm.”

      “If you wear something with long sleeves, I should be able to make something that goes up your forearm almost to your elbow. That will cover up everything in view as long as you keep your sleeve down. When do you need it?”

      “As soon as possible. I have an interview on Monday.”

      Frederick looked up at the ceiling and tapped his chin. “Hmmm, I can probably make that work. I won’t have it for you until Monday morning, though. I need to use the larger 3-D printer I have at my house. Meet me here first thing. I already have the measurements on your arm. There might be a few last-minute adjustments that need to be made, but I can handle that before your interview.”

      “Thank you, Doc. You don’t know what this means to me.”

      “I do, which is why I am making an effort to get it done faster than I normally would be able to. Things have gotten more difficult for us in recent weeks. It seems as if the supporters of Sterling Noble and his cronies have become more open in their persecution of us in spite of what happened here in the city a few weeks ago.”

      The woman nodded with understanding. “I would have thought they’d back down and keep a low profile after the horrible things his followers did. Let’s hope things settle down soon. Anyway, I’ll be back on Monday. Have a good weekend and thank you.”

      The Skin Doctor smiled and nodded at the woman then turned to Cass. “It’s Cassie, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” Cass replied, as she reached out to shake the former doctor’s hand. “You helped me with a skin patch for my cheek to hide my implant.”

      “Is there a problem?” He reached up to tilt  Cass’s head to one side and studied the side of her face, searching for signs of any issues.

      “Oh, no, everything’s fine with that. It’s excellent work, really. It’s just that I am getting ready to go home for this semester and will be living there for almost two months over winter break. I’m afraid that my family might detect something.”

      Frederick snapped his fingers. “Oh, that’s right. I’d forgotten your family were Sapiens Movement members. You have to go home and live inside one of the enclaves, right?”

      Cass nodded, a grim look across her face.

      Frederick frowned. “That poses a problem, doesn’t it, because you need a way around the security protocols.”

      Hope filled Cass. He understood her situation, so he must have a solution. “You act like you’ve done this before. Do you have a way around the enclave security firewall?”

      He smiled. “You’re not the first person who’s had to go into one of the enclaves while hiding who they were. There are always alternatives. I can’t do it, though. That type of hack is far beyond my meager programming skills. I’ll have to put you in touch with somebody with the ability to install a custom firmware update for your implant. Are you okay with that?”

      The blood drained from  Cass’s face as she blanched at the idea of someone tinkering with the cybernetic programming interfacing with her brain. That particular option hadn’t occurred to her.

      “Is that really necessary?”

      “I’m afraid it is. You need new firmware installed to enable your implant to cover its AI signature and electronic serial number so it looks like any other dumb computer interface, like a typical tablet. The enclave will just think it’s a standard piece of electronics and let you pass without a problem.”

      “Will that in any way diminish the implant’s functionality? Mine isn’t just for cosmetic purposes. I had an injury and it performs vital functions in my brain.”

      “Derek will be able to figure that out. That’s one of the reasons I wouldn’t even attempt working on it. Ordinarily, I’d just tell folks to shut down the cerebral interface entirely and go dark while crossing into a location like that. In your situation, you need a complete hack of the system. Derek’s a good fellow and he does excellent work. Oh, and don’t be afraid of his initial demeanor. He’s a bit eccentric, but mostly harmless.”

      Cass wondered what that meant. She needed this upgrade to go home, but the whole thing sounded more than a little shady.

      “I’ll send you the details directly via my implant to yours. I also just sent him a message copying you on it so you two recognize each other when you get there.”

      “Are you sure he’ll be home?”

      Frederick laughed. “Definitely. He never goes outside. He doesn’t trust anyone. That’s a good thing, though. His paranoia is what makes him such a genius.”

      A signal pinged in  Cass’s head. A new message appeared with an address and a name, Derek Cross. She nodded. “Got it. Thank you, Doctor.”

      “Good luck going home, young lady. When you get back next semester, make sure you come by and let me know how things went.”

      “I will. Take care and enjoy the upcoming holidays.”

      He nodded and turned back to continue his work on something inside the small 3-D printer behind him. Cass crossed the garage back to the stairwell and left the Bizarre heading back up to the street.

      She signaled for an auto cab via her connection to the Mantle. The address was all the way across town and Cass wanted to hurry. It was already getting late. The sun had set while she was down inside the marketplace.

      Cass buried her apprehension at heading to one of the rougher sections of the city at this time of night. She had no choice. She had to get this installation over with before her parents arrived the next morning or everything would fall apart.
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      When she reached the address Frederick gave her, a little voice in the back of  Cass’s mind found it amusing she’d been so afraid of the inner-city neighborhood surrounding the building housing the Bizarre. Apparently, she had no idea what a genuinely rough neighborhood looked like.

      Now she did.

      Trash filled the gutters on either side of the street and all of the buildings on both sides were run down and in ill repair. Someone, or a group of someones, had broken out a lot of the windows at street level.

      Based on the broken windows and the way the doors hung off some of the hinges in the building entrances, Cass assumed most of the buildings were abandoned in this area. That included the four-story row-home in front of which she now stood.

      Cass took a deep breath. She couldn’t afford to be squeamish or let her fear rule her. Cass hesitated before starting up the broad stone steps leading to the front door.

      She dialed in her ocular implant to enable night vision capability. Everything took on a greenish tint. She could see much better now. Even the darkest corners of the hallway visible through the broken window in the upper half of the door stood out clearly to her enhanced vision.

      Cass didn’t have to worry about the door being locked, because there was neither lock nor door handle. Both had been broken off. It looked like someone had forced the door open at some point with a crowbar or some other tool. She gripped the splintered wood on the door’s exposed edge and pulled it open with ease, stepping inside.

      There were no lights visible in the interior. In fact, it didn’t appear there was any working power in the building at all. That didn’t matter to Cass, though. Her cybernetic eye easily compensated for the low light levels. She saw not only what was visible in the normal light spectrum, but also in the infrared and ultraviolet ranges as well. Navigating in the dark was no problem for her.

      Cass looked around the first floor of the dilapidated row home. She didn’t see anyone or any signs of habitation. Each of the rooms was strewn with trash and debris. It appeared that people might stay here from time to time, based upon the empty food containers amidst the garbage, but no one was present right now.

      Cass stopped searching the first floor and started back towards the front of the building to climb the stairs to the second floor. She stopped when she heard a voice coming from behind her.

      “Who’s up there?” A man’s voice called. He sounded far off in the distance. Based on the burst of static Cass heard along with it, whomever it was, spoke to her over a hidden speaker somewhere on the first floor. “I can hear you walking around. Who are you?”

      Cass turned around. The voice came from the rear of the house. Cass headed down the hallway towards the area that was formerly the kitchen. All of the appliances had been ripped out. Even the sink and pipes had been removed. It had all probably been sold for scrap metal.

      A door was ajar in the corner and she noticed a dim glow of light coming up out of it. The light had definitely not been there before when she poked her head in earlier during her initial search.

      “Dammit, I asked who’s up there?”

      It came from the open doorway.

      Cass moved to the door where she saw steps leading to the basement. She decided to answer the mysterious voice. Maybe this was Derek.

      “It’s me, Cass Armstrong. Frederick should have sent you a message about me coming to see you?”

      “Yeah, I got the message. I’m not sure what you want from me, though. I don’t like visitors.”

      Cass almost turned around and left. Only her fear of what her parents would do when her secret was discovered held her in place.

      Summoning the courage to stand up for herself, she cleared her throat and said, “I need your help, Derek. I come from a Sapiens Movement enclave. My parents are coming to pick me up at school tomorrow and I can’t let them find out about my implants. You have to see me. I have nowhere else to go.”

      Cass pulled open the basement door and stood at the top of the stairs waiting for an answer.

      After standing there for what seemed like forever, the man on the speaker answered her. “Fine. You can come down. I make no promises but I’ll hear you out. Pull the door shut behind you. I don’t need anyone else poking around down here.”

      Cass stepped into the stairway, starting down the steps. She pulled the door shut behind her until it latched, then turned and continued downstairs. The dim glow of light came from beneath a door at the bottom of the steps.

      Cass opened the door and entered a basement filled with multiple lifetimes of forgotten belongings, trash, and broken furniture. She scanned the room but found no sign of the strange man she was here to see.

      “Derek? Where are you?”

      “Cross the basement until you find another door. Your enhanced vision should be able to see a sliver of light under it.”

      Cass froze. How did he know about her cybernetic eye? This was more than a little creepy and for the second time she almost turned around and left.

      If Frederick was right about this guy, he might just be paranoid enough to scan people coming into his nest, lair, or whatever he called this place. Fear held Cass back for a few seconds from going any further alone. She stood rooted to the spot while she gathered her courage.

      Gritting her teeth, Cass walked across the basement, weaving around the old furniture stacked
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