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        Pacific Ocean

      

      

      

      An August sunset painted the evening sky in coral, cobalt, and gold. Somewhere off to the east, storm clouds sneaked across the heavens, dragging rain and stuffy air from Costa Rica out onto my ocean. The first drops creapt over the stern of my boat and edged toward the prow where I sat.

      My mother’s father had said clear sky rains were tears from the Devil’s daughter.

      She was feeling a little misty-eyed right now, the drops warm and intermittent.

      I leaned back on a chair resting on the forward deck, a Corona in one hand, the other twisting the waistband of my faded black cargo shorts. After nearly a year on the Buena Vida, only spending time ashore for repairs and the occasional highly reliable passengers, I’d lost weight—muscle mass. Too much citrus-and-salt grouper and tuna, not enough exercise.

      I was a free man now, living off hard-earned money. I didn’t need the old muscle.

      That was dinosaur thinking, an ancient, lumbering monster that found itself in a world it couldn’t figure out. I used to be a killer, an expert at eliminating any threat. Now I was something else, something maybe less than human.

      Figure out who I was, and I might just find true happiness.

      Pitsamai strolled past in a white tank top and jean shorts, gloriously sun-baked gold against the sinking light, skin glistening with sunscreen. Strands of dark brown hair danced over that warm flesh, but the heat didn’t reach her heart anymore.

      She dropped to the deck at the prow, long legs slid under the bow railing to dangle over the side. Her head turned toward my hand twisting the waistband. “It’s still there.” A smirk. Her happiness with me might have faded, but not her delicate Thai accent.

      “After everything that’s happened to me, I have to be sure.”

      “It will be the last thing that remains of you.”

      “When you walked by, I suddenly wanted a piña colada.”

      “The sunscreen. Coconut.”

      I snapped my cybernetic fingers. “That’s what it was.” Or maybe it was that crappy old song about making love in the rain.

      Not with her. Not anymore. She would be leaving soon.

      She stared at the water. “There’s chop.”

      “Storm’s coming.” I finished off my beer, letting the cold maltiness wash down my throat.

      “We heading back to port?”

      “Doesn’t look like that much of a problem—some rain, no real winds.”

      Her supple shoulders rose and fell. “You and Benji had a fight again.”

      “A disagreement. If we had a fight, one of us would be getting medevaced.”

      “The shouting is uncomfortable.”

      “She doesn’t really shout.”

      Pitsamai glanced over her shoulder at me. Her beauty was unique, almost fragile—pouty lips; a soft slope of a nose; full cheeks that verged on too soft without actually dipping into that range. At moments like that, she pulled off an accusatory finesse that slid through the finest armor with the ease of a poniard.

      I felt oafish in the face of that—my nose like a beak after a Krav Maga sparring match gone too far, black stubble on cheeks nearly as coppery as my father’s, a fine layer of equally black hair on my deep chest.

      My fingernail scraped the label from the empty bottle. “Guess that was me doing the shouting, huh?”

      “Ichi’s pregnancy changes everything.”

      That would win the prize for understatement of the year. “She’s not there yet.”

      “But the fact that you two are trying…” The young Thai woman—calling her a Gridhound was a stretch; she’d been so long without doing any serious hacking—turned her gaze back to the deep blue that stretched on for eternity. “Do you ever miss the danger?”

      “Of the old job? No. I miss feeling like I have control, I guess.”

      “We had control at some point?”

      Sunlight speckled the waves with gold that called my name. It wasn’t the fortune that the illusion promised that caught me. I had money already. I had—thought I’d had—the perfect life.

      What I missed at that moment was the sense of freedom.

      A man’s mind is simple. It seizes on dreams lacking complexity and depth. With the millions secured from a double-crossing customer, I’d wrapped my mechanical arms around the notion that I could live on the yacht I’d always fantasized about with the three women who’d secured my heart.

      The heart, the brain…those were some of the last organic pieces of me after too long in the game.

      And now Ichi had reached a point where sex and companionship wasn’t enough. Marriage wasn’t something I could bring myself to embrace, not after seeing so many healthy relationships collapse into disaster shortly after the two most deadly words known to humanity were uttered. “I do” seemed to actually mean “Let’s burn this thing to the ground.”

      So. Children.

      For Ichi, that was easy enough. She had to eat more and back off from her intense gymnastics and martial arts workout regimen, attaining a high enough body fat percentage to ovulate. That worked out nicely for me, with her curves being accentuated.

      For me, it meant a complex process of reverse engineering healthy extracted material into pluripotent stem cells.

      That wasn’t particularly…pleasant. Getting poked and prodded wasn’t my idea of a good time, especially since the only meat remaining for anyone to jab an instrument into was my head and torso.

      And then there was the cost of flying to a clinic, staying at a nearby hotel, and flying back.

      But if it made Ichi happy, it made me happy.

      Benji? Not so much.

      The friction between the two had started quickly, maybe two months after our happy little foursome began a new life together.

      Benji had her baggage: an edited memory wiped clean of all the garbage a bunch of ill fortune had dumped on her, and a prototype synthetic body intended to kill me at one point.

      Ichi’s baggage was trickier, intertwined with my own. Her father had been my best friend and mentor when I’d become an assassin for the Agency. And her mother…

      That was trickier.

      A former Olympic gymnast and international celebrity I’d sort of fallen hard for.

      And then there was the problem of Ichi’s father being Japanese and her mother Korean.

      Oil and water, those two cultures.

      So. Baggage.

      The end result was the two of them turning my naive idea of a blissful love nest on the sea into a series of territory-marking dustups.

      I found out the hard way that humans weren’t wired like giant cats.

      Pitsamai was the first casualty, the odd one out. Too laid back to get involved in the spats over who had me for the night and too disconnected from me to fight for emotional attention, she drifted into…this.

      Staring out at the sea, dropping less and less subtle hints about her unhappiness.

      I’d lost her, and if I went through with having a baby with Ichi, I might lose Benji, too.

      The empty bottle taunted me. “I think I’ll need another one. You?”

      Pitsamai twisted around enough to show me the beer she was nursing. Condensation sweated onto her fingers.

      I missed her touch, so much more tender and caring than Benji’s and more knowing than Ichi’s. “Hey, when we get into port, maybe you and I could fly to San Jose, spend a weekend shopping or something.”

      “Maybe.”

      That was a solid no.

      Benji stood in the pilothouse, dark eyes locked on me, dark brown hair framing a bronze face that had slowly taken on aspects of her old face: wide mouth, the slightest epicanthic fold, a soft nose.

      But there were limits to the synthetic body’s ability to adapt. When I looked at her slender body in its green bikini, I still saw Maribel, the assassin from El Salvador who’d tried to gut me like a fish.

      I waved, and the most skilled Gridhound I’d ever met waved back.

      Synthetic body or not, muscle worked beneath the flesh, in this case playing along her jawline.

      She was still learning how to deal with pain in a healthy way. It was the sort of emotion she’d never developed as an abused kid, and I had the feeling that I could spend a lifetime trying to connect with her and guide her through the minefield her fucked-up father had bequeathed her.

      Before I could cross to the opening that would take me into the pilothouse with her, Ichi came around the side deck, wearing nothing but a towel over her shoulders.

      The level of confidence and grace in the young woman’s stride was like a physical blow to Benji, who hunched at the waist and recoiled when Ichi marched to the prow.

      Most women would have cringed at the idea of putting on weight, giving up a hard-earned athletic physique for something so feminine.

      Ichi wasn’t most women.

      She strutted and bounced, smirking as if the world were her audience, even though we were miles from the nearest humans.

      I swallowed when she dropped the towel on the deck. “Catching the last of the sun?”

      “Swimming.”

      Like that, she sprung over the rail, tucking into a flip and disappearing from sight.

      The splash was a thing of beauty, dashing water onto Pitsamai.

      Pitsamai scowled at me. “Control?”

      “You can’t lasso a tornado.”

      But you could watch it touch down. You could suck in a breath at the beauty and the danger of it, marveling at the destruction it left in its path.

      Ichi kicked out, swimming with more power than grace, occasionally turning her head to take in a breath.

      Her form was magnificent.

      I cupped my hands over my mouth. “Shower up when you get aboard. That water’s nasty.”

      Even though we took our meals from the ocean, we were always careful to clean the catch thoroughly and inspect it for signs of disease. Chemicals, radiation—humans were doing a smashup job of poisoning everything.

      The boat shuddered, and I threw my arms out for balance.

      Pitsamai’s head swiveled around. “What was that?”

      “I have no idea.”

      It felt like something had run into us portside, but the sea was a frosted sheet of glass, broken only by low whitecaps. We were alone, far from prying eyes and drunk Ugly Americans. If something had hit us, it would’ve been under⁠—

      A fin rose from the dark surface not ten feet back from me, the shape gliding under the water a deep gray. The Buena Vida was over forty feet; the fish was nearly half that.

      With a casual splash, the beast turned out from us. Out toward Ichi.

      My stomach flipped. “Benji! Get us moving!”

      Pitsamai was on her feet. “What is that?”

      “Great white.”

      “A shark? I thought they were dead.”

      “Not all of them.”

      The motors gurgled to life and a hum came from my left: the anchor rising.

      All the while, the shark headed out toward Ichi.

      “Shit.” I threw a leg over the rail.

      “What are you doing?”

      “We don’t have time. It’s going to get to her first.”

      “You can’t go in the water!”

      “I have to. She just started menstruating.”

      I balanced myself on the other side of the rail, then dove.
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        Pacific Ocean

      

      

      

      Warm water sped past me as I sank. Even with cybernetic eyes, the fluid stung. Its briny smell dug talons into my sinuses. Humans might’ve been birthed in the ocean, but not this toxic dumping ground we were hellbent on creating. Its salty taste was off, a tickle on my lips as I blew bubbles and rose to the surface, then dragged along my flesh in a tender caress.

      My cybernetic limbs were every bit as buoyant as human limbs, and they were much stronger. When I reached the surface, my legs churned. My arms cut through the water, dragging me along faster than an Olympic gold medalist.

      Without slowing, I raised my head above the waves. The damned fin was between me and Ichi, a slick, gray proclamation of doom cutting the surface. “Ichi! Swim perpendicular!”

      In the open, away from the rest of the world—I had been bragging about that, dreaming about it.

      Not now. Not with a giant fish swimming after the woman I…

      …loved.

      Goddammit.

      She must’ve seen the fin around that point, because the sound of her own swimming changed, becoming less disciplined, more wild. Maybe she let out a yelp that I missed in my frenzied splashing.

      When I checked again, the shark was changing its angle, picking up speed.

      The organic parts of me almost froze. In my life, I’d killed more people than I wanted to admit, but this was the real killing machine, a force of nature that could do worse to a human body than a grenade or a high-caliber rifle. Worse, it did what it did without any thought or malice.

      We weren’t enemy soldiers or threats to a government leader; we were just an option on the menu.

      I matched the shark’s angle, swimming not to where it was but to where it was going.

      To Ichi.

      My eyes didn’t have computers built in. They couldn’t track the fish’s speed and angle and spit out a calculation of the exact moment its giant mouth would open to snap Ichi in half.

      I didn’t need anything that sophisticated. The outcome was inevitable.

      Ichi stopped, her mouth quivering, her shoulders bunching. “Stefan.”

      “Don’t you give up, Ichi!” I swallowed a gallon of water. “Fight!”

      She nodded.

      The damned thing was racing toward her now, its pointy nose rising from the water.

      Nothing I did could make me swim faster. My heart was pounding with terror, not fatigue. My lungs burned from sucking in desperate breaths and warm water in equal measure. My back quivered from the effort of handling the power of the much stronger limbs.

      A better swimmer would’ve kept his head down and stayed on course, but I had to see, I had to know…

      The shark’s body was a torpedo. Its mouth was a buzzsaw of hideous, jagged white nightmare surrounded by pink flesh. Cold, black eyes—the eyes of death—searched around, then rolled back.

      It tried to take Ichi in with a mouthful of seawater, like she was so much krill feeding a whale.

      She had other ideas, my Ichi.

      When that nose shot out of the water, she lunged forward, grabbing onto it with both hands. Its momentum became her momentum as her powerful arms locked. She kicked and twisted, trying to swerve her beautiful body around those flesh-shredding daggers.

      And for a second, it worked.

      But a fish that big⁠—

      The thing thrashed and writhed, lifting her out of the water until only her calves remained submerged.

      She couldn’t keep the swimming and dodging up at that point.

      So when she fell back into the water, that nightmare chomping jaw caught her on the hip.

      She screamed.

      I screamed with her, speeding toward the beast as it jerked and twitched, tossing her around like a ragdoll.

      Ichi kept pounding the thing, even when it dragged her under.

      Blood discolored the water as I drew close. If not for the air bubbles coming up and the churn buffeting me, I would have thought they were gone, the creature diving with its stubborn prey, grinding and chewing it into digestible pieces.

      But it was still fighting her.

      No. She was still fighting it.

      They rose, her now deeper in its mouth, bloody legs hanging from one side of the head, hammering arms from the other. Her eyes were squeezed shut, and red water drained from her face. The scream she let out was weaker than the noise she’d made before, but she wasn’t giving up.

      Not my Ichi.

      Then I was there, my fingertips running along the fish’s sandpaper skin. I grabbed the dorsal fin with my right hand and the closest pectoral fin with my left.

      Then I yanked.

      Cybernetic limbs are great—phenomenal, really—but they face the limitation of the organic structure they’re anchored to. I had reinforced bones, courtesy of the Agency. Even those bones had limits, though. My body reminded me of that when I thought I could wrestle with a fish that weighed as much as an armored car. Sure, we were in water, but it still out-massed me and had enough power in its giant frame to tear me to pieces.

      If there were a way to get the damned thing to let Ichi go without killing it, I was open to that solution.

      It seemed to be, too, as it tossed her aside.

      An instant later, it swam away from her, dragging me with it.

      That’s when I understood the meaning of having a tiger by its tail.

      A quick glance back assured me Ichi was still alive, slowly swimming toward the oncoming boat. But there was a look in her eyes: glassy, distant.

      She was in shock. She’d lost too much blood and experienced too much pain.

      I let go of the beast and turned for her, hoping that maybe—just maybe—the fish had seen enough of me.

      My right hand slid around Ichi’s belly before she could slide under the water. “Keep fighting.”

      Maybe she nodded. Maybe I had to imagine that she did.

      Her eyes rolled back in her head, and I pushed as hard as I could to get to the boat.

      Pitsamai was at the prow, dangling a life preserver down by a bright blue line. She was doing everything she could to stay focused on Ichi and not to look back the way we’d come.

      I could feel it, though: the water pushing ahead of something giant and terrible.

      What mattered was Ichi. I slid the preserver under her arms. “Get her out⁠—”

      That was all I managed before the shark hit me.

      It took me under the boat, banging my head against the keel as it dragged me below. The impact sent sparks through my head, something completely unrelated to actual eyes.

      Water pressed against me, and for an instant, I felt like a dog with my head hanging out the window of a vehicle.

      Except my tongue wasn’t wagging, and I couldn’t bark.

      The great white had its teeth in one of my legs. I wasn’t feeling pain from the bite so much as a sensation of strain in the socket, like that in my shoulders when I’d tried to turn the big guy around by the fins. The leg itself was already giving me trouble, refusing to do what I asked of it.

      I twisted around and glared at the thing.

      It was a dinosaur, like me, something long past its time, trying to figure out what the hell it was supposed to do in this new world of annihilation and disease. I had no doubt that I could kill it, but it would probably be some sort of mutually assured destruction scenario.

      Apparently, it didn’t like its dinner staring back at it. It thrashed around again, and that little strain sensation spiked, then zeroed out.

      The leg was gone.

      That didn’t satisfy it, though, as it came for me again, this time getting my abdomen along with the remaining leg.

      Now the pain kicked in—raw, like someone jabbing a thousand hot irons into me.

      The air went out, and I reconsidered the notion of letting bygones be bygones.

      This thing wasn’t going to let me go.

      I grabbed its snout with my hands and squeezed.

      Where meat set a limitation on machine when it came to limb sockets, I wasn’t leveraging my organic body with this. Finger strength comes from the digits, the hands, and the arms.

      And those were purely cybernetic.

      As the fish chomped, my squeezing grew more insistent. Its skin gave, then its cartilage skull cracked.

      I squeezed harder, even as it tried to get at my hands.

      It spat me out and snapped at me again, chomping on my shoulder, my ribs, grazing my face.

      The last of my air rose on bloody bubbles, but I refused to let go of the fish’s skull.

      That must have finally sunk in, because the thing let go.

      Its tail swatted me as it swam away, no doubt heading for easier prey.

      I wanted to laugh at it, to flip it off, maybe even to salute it—one dinosaur to another.

      I settled on blacking out.
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        Washington, D.C. Metro Area

      

      

      

      Every body has limits. Physical limits. Psychological limits. Mental limits.

      Limits.

      When I played basketball as a teen, I was always reminded of the tricks of genetics. You could be strong or fast for your size, but you couldn’t be tall for your size. Your height was a physical limit.

      Period.

      Some of the girls in school would talk about how there was no difference between boys and girls, then they’d inevitably roll out their star female basketball player as proof. After an hour of watching a no-name boy from the junior varsity squad score at will on her, the conversation would oddly die off and sanity would squeeze itself back into the halls of learning until the next year.

      Physical limits.

      I woke to some of my own.

      It started with the sensation of every nerve being pried out from its fleshy casing and exposed to a steady, low-level flame—just enough to where the meat would let out a soft sizzle and pop. The feeling ran from head to toe, even though the real me ended at my crotch.

      One problem with cybernetics: I was wired to believe they were still me. The lack of full sensitivity was an option. There were sensors that registered weight and temperature, damage, and even pleasurable stroking.

      Hair could tickle. Breath could dampen. Nails could scrape.

      When I wanted to experience the sensations I would’ve known through organic limbs while making love with Benji, Ichi, or Pitsamai, I could crank those sensors up and come damn close. And with constant upgrades like Benji paid for, I could’ve actually slipped ahead of the merely organic.

      Now the sensor receptors were full-on Benedict Arnolds, flooding my nervous system with a signal loop of agony.

      The second my eyes actually fought through that overload, a part of my brain registered the familiar: a window with light sneaking around thick curtains; a single bed with simple, heavy blanket and stiff, white sheets; walls painted in forgettable autumn hues.

      The Guillaume Clinic, where I’d been given my cybernetics.

      Cleaning fluids and alcohol wrestled for attention, and monitoring equipment emitted weak bleats, the equivalent of a disappointed tut-tut.

      My tongue was dry and swollen, as if it had been replaced by a block of wood.

      When I tried to say something, I realized the inside of my mouth was the same way, at least where it wasn’t raw and burning like the outside of my body. Whatever had caused that special pain had deposited a quaint taste of rotting meat at the back of my throat, causing an immediate queasy reaction one gets after biting into something long past its expiration date.

      Only whatever this was, I couldn’t spit it out.

      That’s because it’s you.

      I wanted to shut that rational part of my brain off, to tell it to go stuff itself in a deep freeze for now, thanks.

      Brains aren’t like that, though. I had the conditioning to block out reactions to pain, not to actually block out the pain itself. The Agency’s decision to turn me into the unbreakable treasure room didn’t mean thieves wouldn’t test the locks. Hell, it was more like an open invitation. All the conditioning did was ensure nothing got out—first and foremost, me.

      My breathing was ragged, desperate, bordering on reluctant. It was all that was keeping me alive at that moment, and the lungs seemed to be in conference about the wisdom of further pursuing that agenda.

      Understandable. Even my rational brain agreed this wasn’t desirable.

      The door opened, and a nurse hurried in. He was small, skinny in the gray scrubs, with a pile of loose green curls bunched on top of a long head that was home to a narrow, concerned face with thin, pierced lips. Dark eyes set too close to a wide nose went straight to the monitoring equipment.

      His frown drew wider. “Are you in pain?”

      “That’s…one way…to put it.”

      “On a scale of one to ten⁠—”

      “Eleven.”

      Wider and wider went the frown. “I’ll get Dr. Jernigan.”

      He hustled out, leaving the door to swing close behind him.

      Wood grain. Dark. Bright steel knob.

      How long since I’d visited? More than a year. When I worked on upgrades or system tweaks with Jernigan, it was usually remote—a clinic in Mexico City or Bogata that understood the value of discretion.

      If I was back in DC, discretion wasn’t the priority.

      She pushed through the door, tall as I remembered, with the sort of shoulders you only got from hours in the gym. Her square face was pinched, high brow wrinkled. I caught strands of gray in her pulled-back dark hair. Her hairline was receding.

      Everyone grows older…if they’re lucky.

      Jernigan rested a hand on my chest and scanned the monitors. “You’re experiencing complications, Stefan.”

      Complications. That was a nice rationale not to look at me. “Where’s Ichi?”

      The big woman’s eyes finally pulled away from the systems and settled on me. “You should be worried about you. This is a very tricky situation.”

      “Ichi.”

      “You died twice. Someone in your condition, with your particular challenges, losing so much blood leaves no room for error.”

      “I’ll pass that along to the next great white that swallows me.”

      “The people in Costa Rica were confident it was a great white. It left a tooth in your shoulder joint.”

      “Not a fair trade…after tearing my leg off.”

      “I’m sure it had fun digesting that.”

      “Where’s Ichi?”

      Jernigan let out a strained sigh through an angular nose that flared. “You need to listen to me, Stefan—really listen.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “We’re doing everything we can to keep you alive. There’s hardly enough of you here with us to pull that off. You understand?”

      I clinched my dental implants until the numbed gums protested. “My life doesn’t matter without Ichi.”

      “It’s not as bad for her.”

      “She’s alive?”

      “She’s alive.” The delivery wasn’t overflowing with reassurance. “That pain you’re feeling?”

      “Yeah?”

      “That’s your flesh slowly disintegrating.”

      “That something new…sharks developed, Doc?”

      “In a sense. It’s necrotizing fasciitis: flesh-eating disease. In this case, it’s caused by a bacteria known as vibrio vulnificus. The warmer the oceans get, the more it’s showing up. This one’s particularly aggressive, and it’s showing uncomfortable resilience to antibiotics.”

      “You saying the shark did that?”

      “It tore you to pieces. The water you were in did the rest, probably. Whether it was the specific area you were in or something the shark had eaten, the bacteria just needed open skin to do its work. Plus, you apparently swallowed half the ocean, and that turned your blood into a fine, toxic mix.”

      “Next time I’m being shredded…I’ll try not to swallow.”

      Her frown deepened. “It’s not blame. No one thinks this is your fault, although I would question the wisdom of trying to take on a giant great white.”

      “Went after Ichi.”

      “Heroics I can understand. A creature like that, though…”

      “So, what do we do?”

      “We’re still trying to figure that out. Right now, you’re racking up a fine debt as we test some of the more promising experimental treatments out on you.”

      “I’m more worried about⁠—”

      “—Ichi. I know. She has her own problems.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      Jernigan shook her head. “You’re not in the right state of mind for it. Neither of you are. We’re doing what we can.”

      I pushed up with my elbows.

      Except my arms were gone. My brain had sent the signal, and a part of me had processed that the signal had been received and executed, but I was still flat on the bed, cooking slowly beneath the heat of my disintegrating flesh.

      If there had been time for self-pity, I would’ve taken a good hour to dry sob for a bit and scream at the world through my shattered throat. “Ichi’s got this, too?”

      “She’s younger, healthier, and has all of her limbs. The antibiotics are working well, and we’re able to try out more aggressive measures with her.”

      Younger. Healthier. That was all I needed to hear. “Keep her alive. Whatever it takes.”

      Jernigan’s heavy jaw jutted out. “You’re still not listening. Stefan, you died. Twice. You lost too much blood. Your immune system isn’t what it should be. Every step we take with you beyond transfusing fresh blood risks killing you.”

      “Then I die.”

      “Flippancy is counterproductive. We’re trying to save you. You’ve got a fever that on its own could kill you. Your skin is a mess. Your blood is a disaster. Your vital organs keep threatening to shut down.”

      “I get it.”

      But the reality wasn’t that easy. The concern on her face sank in slowly, then started to fade, and I realized that was the way the whole conversation had been going.

      She would say something about my health, and I would react, then…

      …it was gone.

      It wasn’t until she repeated it with emphasis that it stuck, only to start to fade again.

      I tapped my head.

      Except my arms weren’t there.

      Hadn’t I done that earlier? I could’ve sworn they were there.

      Jernigan frowned at me. “Stefan?”

      “I get it. I’m…having problems. It’s the fever. And the pain. Physical limits.”

      “Yes.” She sounded confused. “The next step we take—we don’t really have much choice. You understand?”

      “All I care about is Ichi.”

      Jernigan’s thick fingers stroked my chest like a feather…a feather made of lead. “We’ll talk when you’re better.”

      I didn’t even notice the big woman leaving, although I thought I remembered the clop of her flats and the disappointed or maybe sad glance she gave from the door.

      What mattered was Ichi. I should have told Jernigan that.
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      Sometimes, the brain can be merciful. It senses you’ve had too much, and it locks down—no signals in, no signals out. Sometimes it applies filters, protecting you or those around you, turning hard words and threatening situations into abstract experiences. When I was slowly being taken apart limb by limb in Seoul, Korea, that’s how it worked. Lucidity only came about in fits, usually under chemical encouragement.

      Apparently, things had gotten that bad again.

      The conversation with Jernigan disappeared into a thick fog of unreliable memories, sometimes coming to the fore with frightening clarity: me and Ichi on jet skis, chasing after a pod of racing dolphins; me and Pitsamai sharing expertise—me showing the basics of sniper tasks, her walking me through the fundamentals of Gridhound tasks; me and Benji lying in bed, whispering through one of her tearful breakdowns.

      It was tough enough connecting to someone half your age. Ichi had convinced herself that I was her mate for life, but when she crashed against the wall of shared experiences, that certainty became as substantial as a morning mist.

      Benji squared the problem.

      In this memory, I kissed the Gridhound’s eyelids, feeling the smooth texture that was more real than my own flesh. The salty tears were every bit as authentic, the chemical mixture actually derived from the DNA of her corpse. She’d gone back to her gravesite in Mexico to collect tissue samples for the purpose.

      I wasn’t about to spare any expenses when it came to helping her find that lost humanity she was seeking.

      She blinked the tears away and fixed me with her dark eyes. “You don’t love me.”

      “Sure I do.”

      “You love Ichi.”

      “I’m broken enough to love you both.”

      Benji pulled the sheets over her slender frame. It was an irrational thing, a need to address the vulnerability hammering her, something that death and rebirth had apparently failed to cleanse. Minutes before, we’d been tangled limbs and animal grunts, sucking on each other’s flesh and sharing fluids. We couldn’t have been more intimate, every inch of our bodies open for the taking.

      Now, she felt vulnerable, so she covered that same body.

      I bit back a chuckle and rolled onto my back. It wasn’t like I was free of quirks. “Love has a lot of meanings.”

      She stared at her hands, folded over the soft curve of the belly hidden beneath the sheet. “For me, it means something shared between two people.”

      “What if you had kids?”

      Her eyes hit me sidelong, reflecting pain and hate in their wet depths.

      Right. That had been sloppy. I raised my hands in surrender. “Okay. Bad example. Imagine you had two sisters.”

      “That’s not the same.”

      “People love their siblings. They love their parents.”

      “Not everyone.”

      I was acing this, swinging like a boxer smashed on cheap booze. Benji’s parents had been the worst. “My point is, love isn’t programmed into humans to be exclusive.”

      “It is for me.” Her thumbs tumbled over each other in a tight circle.

      I leaned over and kissed her. “Not for me.”

      Another tear rolled down her cheek.

      The memory faded, only to be replaced by a night on the Pacific. Pitsamai was helping me clear the table. The galley was heavy with garlic and paprika. My lips tingled from the infused olive oil I’d used to pan sear marlin steaks. I had a slight buzz from the margaritas she’d made to go with the wilted salad.

      We hadn’t been with each other in weeks, not with me trying so hard to get through Benji’s scars and Ichi always on the prowl now that her hormones were in full swing.

      That night, Pitsamai was tipsy—two margaritas in. She was giggling, rocking clumsily along with the boat when the storm-driven swells slapped against the hull.

      I scraped the plates clean over the wastebasket, and she rinsed them before sliding them into the steaming, soapy water.

      Normally, the kitchen was my domain. Prepping meals, cleaning up: This was my special skill. More than anything, it was my chance to be alone with my thoughts, which were pretty simple. I loved the opportunity to create and to be outside of the constant battle of wills between the three women.

      Pitsamai wanted to be free of that battle, too. She couldn’t match Benji and Ichi for pure obstinance and pettiness.

      Maybe that was one of the things that drew me to the pretty Thai woman.

      Or maybe it was the way she exuded pure femininity while Ichi still struggled with the memories of regimented and merciless training. Benji…might never fully connect with that side of who she was, because it was a side she’d denied since childhood, a side she couldn’t remember being denied to her by a father who’d wanted a son and tried to foist that onto her.

      When I tried to slip around Pitsamai to get to the side of the sink with the dirty dishes in it, she bumped against me.

      “Sorry.” She let out another giggle.

      It was an accident, the rocking of the boat.

      Except her long, dark hair was fresh with lilac and clove shampoo. And she’d worn tattered jean shorts that rode up on her ass, along with a bright yellow halter top that clung to her like a dream.

      She hadn’t dressed like that since the last time we’d made love.

      And then there were those long looks and the way she brushed her hair from her face with soft, delicate fingers.

      I smiled and went to work scrubbing the plates, half-hoping she’d leave the work to me, half-hoping she’d stay.

      She stayed, taking the plates and rinsing them. “Dinner was wonderful.”

      “It came out nice.”

      Pitsamai inched closer, her hip against mine, even though the boat hadn’t rocked. “You and Benji are fighting.”

      “I think we’ve reached a truce. It’s just a matter of finding a middle ground.”

      “She does poorly with middle ground.”

      “I know.” You don’t edit your life free of bad memories if you understand compromise.

      “Ichi ate very little tonight.”

      “Cramps.”

      “That is why she went to bed early.”

      “She’ll learn to deal with it.”

      “Living so long the way she did seems unhealthy.”

      “She’s plenty healthy. It’s just tough.”

      “Always denying yourself what you want can be very frustrating.”

      “If you never knew there was another option, it’s not really denying⁠—”

      Pitsamai took the last plate from me. Her hand lingered over mine. “One of them changed her memories to only keep the pleasant; the other has only known demands and restrictions. You strain against the feelings as they learn and unlearn.”

      “Yeah.”

      It had been a strain. I was the fat kid in a candy shop who saw everything he wanted, but each time I poked a display window with my greasy, fat finger, the shopkeeper shook his head and sealed the goodies away.

      I wasn’t even aware of what had happened until I had my hands wrapped around Pitsamai’s butt, lifting her onto the countertop. Our tongues were salty and citrusy, darting in rolling over each other. She’d already pulled my shirt over my head and dug nails into my flesh. I returned the favor, massaging and pinching her soft skin.

      Before long, we were grunting and gasping, our minds dropping into the primitive depths where the only thoughts were pleasure and fulfillment.

      When we were done, our bodies damp with sweat and sprawled on the kitchen floor, our breathing deep and tired, I pulled her to me and kissed her.

      But the heat was already gone for her.

      Over her shoulder, standing in the passage that led to the bedrooms, Benji glared daggers at me. It was the look of someone who’d suffered the ultimate betrayal, an indignity that couldn’t be undone.

      I left Pitsamai there, still catching her breath and cooling, and hurried after Benji, pulling my shorts on as I went.

      Benji’s door slammed in my face.

      My knock was gentle, not enough to wake Ichi. “Benji? Do you want to talk?”

      “No.” She was on the other side, forehead no doubt pressed against the wood.

      “We had an agreement.”

      “You don’t love me.”

      “Open the door.”

      It took a minute, but she finally did, then she backed to her bed. Tears streaked her cheeks. “I don’t understand.”

      I knelt at her feet, kissing the knees poking out of her scuba shorts. “We said there were no boundaries.”

      “So I should find someone else?”

      “That’s what no boundaries means. If you want someone else⁠—”

      “I want you.”

      In programming, you called it a loop. No matter which outcome you reached, the instructions threw you back to the start to repeat the same damn thing again. Learning was supposed to involve the ability to break that. “And you have me.”

      “Pitsamai has you.”

      “If she wants.” She’d given me plenty to indicate we’d just had our farewell, though.

      “Ichi has you.”

      “She—”

      “I can’t compete.”

      I squeezed her thigh. “First off, it’s not a competition.”

      “It is. They’re real; I’m⁠—”

      “Stop. You’re just as real as me.”

      “This body. It’s fake.”

      “The body isn’t what’s holding you back, Benji. It’s your mind. You cut away so much of who you were that you’re having a hard time repairing yourself. That’s all it is.”

      “I cut out the pain.”

      As much as I wanted to hug her, I couldn’t. The way she’d covered herself with the sheet— “Who we are isn’t just good memories. It’s good and bad memories crashing together. You can’t just take what you like from life.”

      “Those bad memories. I know they were killing me.”

      “They were painful. But pain is part of the structure. It’s the cement that holds bricks in place.”

      Benji’s chest shuddered, a purely emotional artifact. She didn’t have to breathe. “Ichi’s pain is a strength. Not mine.”

      “Every life is different.”

      “Those memories are gone, Stefan.”

      “You’ll build new ones. Don’t worry—there’s plenty of pain to go around.”

      The memory ended.

      I woke to fire again, now burning behind my eyes and under my scalp. The room around me was pitch black, but the monitoring equipment was there, still pinging reluctantly.

      It scolded me. It taunted me.

      It threw my words back at me: There’s plenty of pain to go around.

      And I had a lot more ahead of me.
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      Time passes.

      Imagine that you’re special. Pretend that you’re above it all. Fancy that your wealth or influence or position protects you.

      But time passes.

      At some point, the fever broke, the medicine eased off, and I slithered up from the depths of delirium to what I’d learned as a kid to call reality. My room was different, the fall colors now sea green and coral. There was still an antiseptic smell about everything. In fact, that was stronger than before.

      When I shifted, a needle sting radiated from my neck. The line dripped a clear fluid with wispy tendrils of something amber working their way out of the sack suspended overhead.

      I still ached, and my body told me that my limbs were attached, then said it was lying.

      Jernigan came through the door at some point. “Stefan?”

      “Drifting in and out.”

      “That’s to be expected. You’re out of critical care. Take reassurance in that.”

      “I’m winning?”

      “I prefer to say it’s the fourth quarter and you’ve kept it within a single score.”

      “Yay me.”

      A smile softened her hard features. “You talked about your yacht yesterday. Do you remember that?”

      “I reserve the right to deny everything. What did I say?”

      “For someone who can afford to live off the ocean, you seem to spend a lot of time moping and wallowing in self-pity.”

      “That’s a three-star rating for bedside manner, Doc.”

      “I didn’t say you were wrong for feeling down. You’ve had your challenges.”

      “At the Agency, we were told to see everything as opportunity. Ten guards wired to the gills with cybernetic sensors and armed with assault rifles? Opportunity. It helps you maintain a sunny disposition while your buddies are being shot to pieces and your extract team tells you they’re bugging out.”

      “That sounds terrible.” Her hands hung in front of her, the distinctive bodybuilder hook curling them when relaxed. “What matters is that you’re awake.”

      “I’ll take your word for it. Does that mean this pain is real?”

      Her right cheek twitched, and she edged a little closer. “About that…”

      The tone…this was the part I always hated. “I’m listening.”

      “We’ve defeated the bacteria.”

      My gut unclenched a little. “This guy I knew back in my Army days—Rico. He was a chunky guy. Not fat, but definitely a few cheeseburgers shy of being a real problem.”

      Jernigan’s little tic flashed again. “All…right.”

      “So, when we’d go out in PT uniforms—T-shirts and shorts—Rico would wear these pants that didn’t fit well. They’d hang off his ass like a stripper in a G-string.”

      “I—”

      “He had a big butt—like what you just said.”

      “A big…?”

      “You defeated the bacteria, but…?”

      “There were infections. Every time we tried something new, we encountered complications. Our choices became very limited. I warned you about this.”

      “I think I have a vague memory.” I had a lot of vague memories bouncing around in my head right then, but I needed to untangle them. Somehow, I had a fresh taste of garlic and the sizzle of boiling tears on my mind.

      “I consulted with your guardians about the options.”

      “Benji, Ichi, and Pitsamai?”

      Muscles worked in Jernigan’s heavy jaw. “We agreed that the only solution was to proceed with what you might consider radical.”

      “Radical? I’m a quadruple amputee.”

      “Compared to that, this isn’t so great a…change.”

      There were words being spoken and meaning that wasn’t. “What happened to me? If the infection’s gone, why do I hurt?”

      “Because we couldn’t save your skin.” The doctor bit her lip.

      “My…skin.”

      “We saved all the other organs, but if we left the skin on, the infection would have killed you.”

      I raised my head off the pillow enough to get a look at my chest. My gown was a tacky, pale blue with strange gray triangular designs that had swirls on the end. “I can see my skin.”

      “Your new skin.”

      “You grew me new skin?” How many millions had that cost? I was still saving up to have arms and legs grown.

      Jernigan touched my chest. “We didn’t have that sort of time.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “Your friend Benji has the latest synthetic flesh on her body.”

      “You put synthetic flesh on me?”

      My heart went into overdrive. I had never come completely to terms with losing my arms and legs. Each loss took away a part of me, an image of who I’d been born as. People talk about the changes they go through when they get a small nip and tuck. Women with small breasts or who’ve undergone radical mastectomies and can afford structural rebuilding gush about the confidence a glob of silicone in a bag gives them.

      But that first time they see themselves in the mirror? It’s a shock. They have to come to terms with the change.

      Sugarcoat it all you want. Work in psychological treatments that knock down the hurdles your brain throws up. Write it into policy that how you feel is how everyone else has to feel. Do whatever you want, but your brain takes time processing the new you, for good or bad.

      Taking away my flesh?

      I fell back on the pillow. “What’s left of me?”

      “Your brain, for a start. Do you know how big of an advantage that gives you over someone in a persistent vegetative state? I can take you on a tour of a ward, if that will help.”

      “Hey—don’t touch my self-pity. I’m running out of things that are still me.”

      Jernigan turned to the monitors. “That burning feeling?”

      “Yeah?”

      “That’s the flesh connecting to you. It’s a complicated process. And there’s regeneration. Muscle tissue should regenerate without any meaningful loss of functionality. There was no permanent damage to internal organs. Except…”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. “Except what?”

      “Your lungs. I’ve requested a specialist give a look at the imagery and data we’ve pulled.”

      “My lungs.”

      “You sucked in a lot of water before your friends pulled you out. Add in the infection in your bloodstream⁠—”

      “I’m not pouting. I swear I’m not.” I breathed in deep.

      That was a whole new fire.

      Shit.

      Jernigan shook her head. “Don’t.”

      “What’s this specialist do? Is this that cellular stimulation stuff you talked about for the newer limb regrowth technology?”

      “She’s an expert in a few treatments. It’s possible you won’t need anything at all.”

      “I feel like…what’s that called? Emphysema.”

      “There are several treatments for chronic obstructive pulmonary disease. That isn’t even a diagnosis yet.”

      “Sometimes, you don’t need a fancy degree.”

      “I’m not saying your lungs aren’t damaged. They may heal naturally with time and medicine.”

      I counted until my heart slowed. “Any other great news?”

      The corner of Jernigan’s lip ticked up, but it was a wry smile rather than a pleasant one. “The flesh we gave you? It’s the same model your friend has.”

      “Benji?”

      “Yes. All the sensory upgrades, the same level of resistance to impact damage. She suggested we forego the lifelike hair.”

      One thing Benji loved about her synthetic body: no hair. “I’m bald?”

      “No. Not on your head. And it’s not a toupee. You had plenty of hair on your scalp still. We harvested that.”

      “How long will that last?”

      “A while. You can always switch to synthetic if something happens to it.”

      My self-pity slid toward self-loathing, that sense of being less than human. That was my mind playing tricks with me. I was sincere every time I told Benji that being in a synthetic body didn’t change my feelings for her. She was still the same screwed-up kid who’d broken my heart with each revelation of her terrible childhood. Why would a synthetic housing matter?

      But for me, it did.

      That was buckets of stupid, and I knew it, even if I couldn’t kick the feeling.

      I looked down at my torso again—the diminished me without my limbs. “What about my cybernetics?”

      “You know that upgrade I told you about earlier this year?”

      “On Valentine’s Day. You’re so sweet.”

      “They just released it last week.”

      Fresh cybernetics. Days of learning all over again how to walk, how to lift a mug without snapping it into dust, how to caress a breast without bruising the skin.

      It all felt so wasteful. Maybe I should’ve just torn the fish’s fins off in the first place. Fishermen had been doing that for decades.

      All part of treating the world with TLC.

      The moment called for big boy pants, so I tugged them on with imaginary arms. “Didn’t you say those cybernetics were too powerful for my current mounts?”

      “I threw in free bone treatment and new housings.”

      “Do I even have anything left in the bank?”

      Jernigan winced. “Your friends said something about looking for work.”

      “Shit.”

      “I told you not to look at it that way. Find the positives.”

      “Sure. I’m bulletproof now.”

      “You’re a new man, Stefan. You’ll never have to worry about melanoma or cataracts or arthritis.”

      A new man. That was a great way to look at it, all right.

      Except that it sounded more like a machine.
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      The physical therapy center was the same as I remembered: torture devices that stretched your limbs far beyond what they were meant to experience; weight machines with neutron stars for resistance; an indoor track with some sort of adhesive built into the black, rubbery surface. It was all the work of Marquise de Sade, overseen by torturers dredged up from the Spanish Inquisition who were paid by how many vocal cords were shattered screaming in torment.

      My personal torturer was a plucky young lady with a rictus smile. She was thin and small, with a plain face jutting out from dead-looking, light brown hair. She claimed her name was Taylor, but I was sure she was lying.

      No sadist would ever be named Taylor.

      I guessed her real name was something like Brutus or Ivan, but I played along.

      Every morning, she was there at the glass entry door to the therapy center, pushing it open with her sadistic, frozen smile and dark, hateful eyes. When I stumbled past her, her faux-hopeful encouraging greeting washed over me along with her cheap, candy-scented perfume. “You ready for the elevation table today, Mr. Mendoza?”

      The elevation table was designed to snap your spine. “Ready to take on the world.”

      I could barely manage a whisper to start. Walking from elevator to door left me gasping. It would have put a cool sweat on me, too, if my skin had been tweaked for it. For now, that was disabled.

      Whether it was my spine being stretched out, or my cybernetic joints being tested, the machines smelled like misery-soaked leather. To my synthetic flesh, everything was abrasive and unforgiving.

      “Your limbs are going to have about three times the strength of an average person right now, Mr. Mendoza. You’ll need to remember that.”

      “How could I ever forget?” My words were lost in the clank of the weights and whisper of the steel cables.

      “We’re focused on building up control at this point, not strength.”

      “I’m under control.” The metal plates slapped against the stack.

      “How’s the joint feeling?” She squeezed my muscle just behind the shoulder joint. “Your trapezius shows a lot of atrophy compared to the last time you were here.”

      “There’s a grinding sensation.”

      “That’s not uncommon. Sometimes, even with the precision machining of these systems, there’s still a period of adjustment. Silicone smooths out over the plane of the surface eventually. That’s what makes this sort of therapy so important.”

      “My ribs hurt. My back, too.”

      “That’s the atrophy I mentioned, Mr. Mendoza. According to your records, we had you in excellent condition when you checked out last time.”

      “I’ve been living a life.”

      “I understand. Why don’t we move over to the hip flexor machine?”

      It went on like that every morning, with no concern for the pain when I complained and demands for just one more set of reps, even if I was on the edge of throwing up. The woman didn’t care that I’d nearly been sushi or that I’d had my skin flayed off of me a handful of weeks ago. She had to reach her quota of me begging for mercy before she let me go.

      And after she was done with the machines, it was off to the pool.

      When I looked into the water, it wasn’t the sharp chlorine smell that hit me but the scent of saltwater. I didn’t see clear, sparkling blue but an aqua murky enough to hide a gray giant with a white underbelly. I had to fight back the urge to shout warnings to the people thrashing around, oblivious to the threat just out of sight.

      Even when I stood on the tiled floor, I imagined the waves slapping against me and the immensity of the ocean open underneath. I knew the floor was fake, that it could give way at any moment and death could rise out of the black beneath.

      But I’d made an agreement. If I were to be engaged in Ichi’s situation, I had to start working on my own health. Jernigan was unmoving on this point. Without rehab, she said, my mental state was fragile, and any decisions I made would be considered unreliable.

      I could have fought that in court, but why would I? She was right.

      So each morning I ate the grapefruit wedges and oatmeal they brought me. I drank the green vegetable slurry that tasted like mud and grass. Then I let Taylor break me.

      And when I went to the cafeteria for lunch, Jernigan was waiting. She watched over me as I picked through a salad with greens that would frighten off starving livestock and bland cubes of white cheese and chicken breast.

      When she was done shoveling down her own boiled egg and tuna, she would slide across the data tablet with the latest on Ichi.

      That was the hardest part of every day—trying not to curl up into a fetal position.

      Jernigan scraped tuna out of her teeth with her tongue. “The scarring is always a problem. People see it and surrender. Discolored skin, puckering where muscle has been gouged out. It can overwhelm. When I saw myself after they took my breasts, I cried.” She somehow said it all without any emotion.

      “She’s had scarring before. We’ll pay for the cosmetic surgery.”

      “There’s only so much you can do.”

      “Then we’ll pay for regenerative processes.”

      “That quickly becomes expensive.”

      “I know.”

      I powered the device down and slid it back.

      For a week, it went like that, the images of Ichi worsening and my heart sinking. She stared into space as the nurses changed her dressing, never making a noise or moving when they probed red, puffy skin. When the doctor commended her on how well she was healing, the only change might be a blink.

      The second week started with one of those videos, with a stubby Asian doctor probing Ichi’s belly, thick lips pursed. Ichi’s skin was pale, the flesh puckered and discolored around one of the divots where the shark must have managed a strong grip.

      Jernigan pointed at the image with a fork-speared boiled egg. “Another few inches, and it would’ve severed the femoral artery. Nothing could have saved her then. Not out in the middle of the ocean.”

      I traced Ichi’s lines, remembering how she’d complained about losing the definition of her abdominal muscles as she piled on the weight. Reminding her that she was the one who’d talked about how pregnancy helped her through that period.

      Now?

      My fingers ran along the display. “What sort of internal injuries did she suffer?”

      Jernigan chewed on the egg for a lot longer than should have been necessary. “The muscles can all be healed with time.”

      “Internal. Those bite marks, the way the flesh sinks in there—there was penetration beyond muscle.”

      “Her immune system was as good as we’ve ever seen here, and we’ve seen top-end athletes and soldiers.”

      “So, nothing permanent?”

      The big woman tore open a packet of string cheese. “She…lost her ovaries.”

      “How—?”

      “The damage to her abdominal wall extended to her uterus, too. They’ve done what they can for that. She could still in theory carry a child to term.”

      “In theory.”

      “It’s unlikely.”

      “She knows?”

      “Yes.”

      That was a punch in the gut. No wonder Ichi looked almost catatonic. She’d been infatuated with the idea of raising a child—our child. Now she’d suffered the same sort of injury I had.

      I tried to reach her just by staring at her face in the frozen video. “We can grow eggs through the same process used to produce semen for me.”

      Jernigan stopped chewing her cheese for a moment, then finished it. “There’s a problem.”

      “Worse than this?”

      The big woman wiped her hands with a napkin. “Did she ever talk to you about cybernetics?”

      “Sure. Before she decided she wanted to have a kid, she talked about swapping out her arms and legs for metal.”

      “Hm.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Cutting off perfectly functional limbs for prosthetics isn’t the sort of thinking a healthy mind goes to.”

      “She’s a kid. She’s seen me and Benji in action.”

      “That doesn’t make it healthy. It’s self-mutilation.”

      “Wait.” Chills ran along my spine. “Is she asking for it now?”

      Jernigan nodded.

      “Does she need it?”

      “No. Her limbs should be fully functional with physical therapy. She doesn’t seem to understand the breadth of her good fortune. Sharks much smaller than the one that attacked you have done significantly more damage than what she experienced. It’s not just survival but keeping her limbs. That’s remarkable.”

      Now the dead look in Ichi’s eyes made sense. She’d shut down. She’d already written off her human body. “It’s the loss of her ovaries. She’d invested so much in having a baby… For the last six months, every time we went ashore, she went shopping for cribs and clothes. Even her diet changed. Anything that increased the odds of healthy ovulation, she did it.”

      It was Jernigan who stared now. “It must be something—having the ability to conceive, then losing it.” One of her big hands dropped to her belly. “We talk about the changes that might come one day, the ability to flip some switches and to complete the transition.”

      I put aside my self-pity for a second. “You don’t have to have a kid to⁠—”

      She shook her head. “I know that. I was trying to understand the pain Ichi’s experiencing. That’s all.”

      But there was a thickness to the big woman’s voice.

      I pushed up. “When can I talk to her?”

      “I’ll chat with her doctor.”

      “We can’t let her convince anyone to do anything with cybernetics.”

      Jernigan gathered the remains of her lunch. “You’re right.”

      I hurried out of the cafeteria, barely aware of how quickly I was moving. Ichi’s self-pity was understandable, but I couldn’t let her destroy herself like that.

      At least one of us had to keep our humanity.
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