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1. DUTY CALLS

 


She held up the two bras in front of the
mirror. The yellow one looked nice. Maybe she could find a
pair of matching panties and play banana for a lucky someone to
peel later tonight…

An alert suddenly came in on her work phone.
Crime in progress within five hundred feet of her location. The
system requested that she respond immediately and begin
pursuit.

Detective Ashley Westgard of the
Jacksonville Police Corps reluctantly hung the bras back on the
rack. Her potassium fantasy would have to wait.

She checked herself in the mirror. The dark
teal combat bra with sparkling glitter she'd been wearing for work
lately looked damn good. She wasn't crazy about the ivory hoodie
though—light gray seemed to accentuate her golden-tanned skin
better.

Ash zipped the sweatshirt closed and marched
out of the boutique clothing shop. She'd splurged here before and
would definitely be back—but duty called, even when she was
supposed to be done for the day.

She set her phone to start routing the new
data to her matching silver video-bracelet and earring-speaker
combo. An automated voice provided the latest information—Caucasian
male, late twenties, suspected theft from one of the mall's
high-end department stores.

Ash stuck the phone into her back pocket and
began sprinting down the corridor, desperate to beat the in-house
robot cops to the punch. She thought it was important to deliver
a personal touch when apprehending lowlifes.

A piece of good news came in while she
hurtled down an escalator: whatever the perp had stolen was
manufactured with Sekür microchips, which were now broadcasting
their location in real time. It would not be long before Ash and
the shoplifter came face to face.

The voice in her ear now said that the
embedded beacons had stopped moving somewhere in the vicinity of
the cuisine court.

Ash slowed to a brisk walk. She was
essentially wearing street clothes, so it was unlikely this perp
would take her for a cop—sculpted shoulders and thighs
notwithstanding. But this was Florida, lots of people were in great
shape.

She turned a corner and entered a large open
seating area. Dolls in skirts everywhere. Sitting by themselves
drinking coffee. Half the chairs around them were occupied by fancy
shopping bags overflowing with crepe paper.

Not many men in here. Typical of any
shopping mall, really. She saw one dandy in a crushed velvet suit
standing in line at the teriyaki booth empty-handed. Another was
sitting at a large table snapping pictures of himself surrounded by
his many purchases—Ash decided he was too conspicuous to be the
thief.

Suddenly she darted down the center aisle
heading for the restrooms. On the way she passed two other
flamboyant men who were gesturing wildly to each other, but again
trusted her intuition that neither was her prey.

She kicked open the gray steel door, then
stomped her boot loudly. There he was. Hunched over the counter
desperately clawing in search of the sewn-in microchips.

“Too late, you son of a bitch,” Ash said.
She heard the door close behind her. “So whatcha doin'?”

The man raised his arms pleading innocence.
“Whaddya mean? I bought some presents for my girl, that's all.”

“We'll see about that.”

Ash sauntered up to the counter. She let her
fingers run through the hard leather straps of the two designer
handbags.

“Nice,” she said. “Imported?”

“Yeah, probably.” The man giggled nervously.
“You wanna know what store, maybe get one for yourself?”

Ash shook her head. “No. I want to see your
proof of purchase.”

“My… proof?”

The man made a move toward the inside of his
jacket. Ash leaped forward and pinned him back against one of the
air dryers.

“And what's in here?” she snarled.
“Something above-board or… ooh, something sharp!”

She pulled a folding knife out of his
pocket, inspecting the contours of the maroon handle before
whipping the blade open and pressing it against his cheek.

“This doesn't look like a receipt, now does
it?”

“It's not what you think,” the man gasped.
“I just needed…”

Ash felt the tension in his body release as
he crumpled down onto the floor. She took a step back, but kept the
knife at the ready.

“What is this shit?” she muttered. “What
kind of a crook are you? Crying like a baby over purses, for Nano's
sake!”

The man was now wiping tears out of his
eyes. “You don't understand,” he whelped. “I have to get these
things for her, or else.”

Ash glanced back at the loot, saying, “They
look real posh, I'll give you that. But why are you
stealing? I'm sure you get a stipend just like everybody
else. These shouldn't be out of reach for you, if you save up.”

The man sniffled. “This girl I been seeing,
she got needs. And, she let me know I got competition. So I
gotta keep up, 'cause she don't care if I run out of money.”

“Competition, huh?” Ash said. “Like
who?”

“Aw, shit… She told me, and I quote, 'all
options are on the table.' That means other dudes, girls, hired
help, plastic pickles, whatever.”

“Sounds like my kind of lady.”

“Yeah, yeah. You make it sound like it's all
that. Always being chased. But maybe it's you looking over
your shoulder worse than me! Think about that.”

“Alright, you worm. Stand up, will ya?” Ash
waved the knife encouragingly as he got back onto his feet. “Now
what's the deal here? You tryin' to make a point?”

The man nodded at the purses. “Hey, what's
gonna happen about that stuff?”

“We'll get to those gorgeous pieces of
contraband soon, don't you worry. But, Mister Philosopher, it
sounded like you were ready to share some profound insights
about love. I'm all ears.”

“Okay, uh…” He shrugged. “Feed me, fuck me,
and I'm happy. Get it? I don't need VR or pills or gifts to get
me off! But this girl… She's just like all the rest. My body
ain't enough. Not my words… not the dinners… Hell, even these bags
won't be enough!”

Ash said, “Then why are ya doing this, guy?
Putting your freedom on the line for one little attention whore?
You sound like a fool.”

The man started tearing at his hair.
“Because she's got me… She's my whole life! I need her!”

For just an instant, Ash felt a touch of
compassion for this man. Somehow he had stumbled behind the curtain
and gotten an unvarnished glimpse at the dating game's inner rules.
But instead of using that wisdom to master the field, he had
reverted back to infancy. Sneaking around, ripping off stores at an
upscale shopping mall—and then bawling for sympathy after getting
caught. It was unforgivable.

“No wonder she's looking anywhere and
everywhere else,” Ash said with disgust. “No way a sniveling piece
of shit like you could keep her satisfied.”

She closed the knife and put it into her
hoodie pocket. Without warning, she lunged forward and cracked the
man on his left jaw. He staggered away from the punch and slammed
against a stall door. Feebly he held out his wrists.

“Cuff me, baby. It's okay. I couldn't face
her now anyway.”

“God, you're pathetic,” Ash said. “But I
don't have any handcuffs on me, because I too was doing a
little shopping just now. So we're gonna march outta here on the
honor system—and if you try to run, I'll have my foot up your ass
in five seconds.”

The thief bowed his head and dutifully
shuffled toward the exit. Ash slung a purse under each forearm,
giving herself a quick glance in the mirror before following him
out.

This striped one is cute. Pity I can't keep it.

There were two rolling security bots waiting
outside the restroom door. Ash handed the suspect and stolen
merchandise off to them without a word, then strutted away.

It was Friday night and she was ready to
party.

 


 



 


 2. GIRLS' NIGHT OUT

 


“Yay, girls' night out!”

Steph, one of Ash's best friends, was
lounging across a long seat in the back of their limousine. She
raised her flute of champagne.

Ash and Kayla were seated across from her
and clinked each other's glasses. Just then the limo swung a wide
left turn onto a brightly lit street of shops that was packed with
cars.

“Oh yeah,” Kayla said. “The boulevard is
jumping tonight.”

Ash licked her lips. “Gonna be some flesh on
parade, mm-hmm. Suck those guts in, girls. I don't want to hear
anyone say these dresses make us look fat. 'Cause I am off
the clock tonight.”

“More like, on the cock,” Steph said. She
chomped her teeth.

“Hahaha,” Kayla screamed with delight. She
added, “But this is a no-bro zone, lady. You want any of that… we
better turn this car around right now.”

“Well, the night is still young.”

“And so are we!” Ash declared. “Now let's
get crawling!”

The driverless limousine sensed an opening
and eased in close to the curb. As the doors unlocked and the trio
spilled out onto the sidewalk, they heard a friendly female voice
behind them say, “Thank you for choosing Queen Chariots. We're on
call twenty-four…”

The street was alive. Women of all shapes
and sizes wearing flashy outfits strutted in groups past the
restaurants and shops. Luxury cars and SUVs with flashing neon trim
eased down the clogged lanes in spurts. A motorcycle whizzed by,
and heads turned as the passenger's skirt fluttered in the
breeze.

Ash and her friends checked themselves in
the reflection coming off the limo's window, then joined arms and
sauntered away.

“Well,” Kayla said, “what should we do
first? Another drink? Eat? Or what?”

Steph said, “I'm tight. Let's go
stretch.”

They entered the reception area of a yoga
studio.

“Welcome, ladies,” the woman at the front
desk said. “How are we tonight?”

“Ready for a good time,” Ash said.

“Lovely. Did you just drop in for a quick
fix or will you be joining us for a full session?”

“All we need's a stretch,” Steph said.

“Certainly,” the hostess replied. “If you'll
please swipe your cards… Great. You have the floor.”

Ash, Steph, and Kayla ran down the hallway
and turned right into a room that had lavender walls in the breaks
between floor-to-ceiling mirrors. Nearly a dozen other women were
in various poses on floor mats.

The girls removed their high heels and
placed them into cubbyholes, then skipped to an empty corner of the
studio. They eased out of their fancy clothes and tossed them into
a pile. Underneath they wore identical royal blue spandex bras and
shorts.

“Aw, we look so cute!” Ash said.

“So, Steph,” Kayla said, as she tilted her
body to the side, “you got any updates for us on the Colombia
trip?”

Steph sighed and sat down. “Yes, and no. The
problem is,” she said while leaning forward to grab her toes, “they
keep finding ruins every place they want to build. Can't put a day
spa next to some old temple used for human sacrifice, right?”

“Slay spa,” Ash grunted. She had an arm
pulled across her chest and was admiring her own eyes and glittery
cheeks in the mirror. “I'd go.”

“It's not that simple, you beast,” Steph
added as she sat back up. “Because, as the travel rep told me
most apologetically, the UN has very strict rules whenever
someone wants to break new ground. They gotta respect the native
cultures, dead or alive.”

“No wonder it's all taking so damn long.
I've been hearing about this great new world almost my whole life.
Sure would be nice to see it sometime.”

“Oh, shush. There's plenty out there
already. Including our own not-so-little-anymore city, thank you
very much.”

“Yeah, yeah. They jacked up Jacksonville, so
what?”

“Just sayin'.”

Kayla wiggled her shoulders. “So what's our
backup plan? I don't have to go somewhere brand new.”

“Are you serious?” Ash said, looking at
Kayla in the mirror. “Being one of the first is half the fun. Who
cares about seeing the Eiffel Tower or Machu Picchu anymore? I
wanna drink piña coladas before shooting down the Mount Rushmore
water slide!”

“Ooh, that must be so much fun!” Kayla began
to sing, “We'll be drinkin', and no more Abe Lincoln…”

“Speaking of which,” Steph said, popping to
her feet. “I think I'm ready here. Let's liquor up.”

The trio dabbed their faces with tissues,
then put their party clothes back on. They slipped into their heels
and bounded back into the night. A car that was crawling along
beside them tooted its horn as the passenger gave a wave. Steph
wagged her finger playfully before she followed Ash and Kayla into
a bar.

Inside, all eyes were on a petite girl with
pale skin and flowing black hair who was singing her heart out on
the karaoke stage. Ash could see her nipples poking out through a
ribbed white tank top.

A round of tequila shots arrived. Ash
clinked her glass, then licked the salt between her thumb and
forefinger slowly and lovingly as she stared at the singer. Finally
she sent the drink down and bit angrily into the lime with a wild
shake of her head.

The song ended and Ash leaned forward
against the bar. She looked over her right shoulder, watching the
girl leave the stage and slip down the narrow bar while everyone
cheered. Just as the girl was about to pass behind, Ash scooted
back and nudged hard against her hip.

Instantly another woman, who was much bigger
and wore the same tank top with less flattering results, growled,
“Hey, watch where you're going!”

Ash stood up to her full height. She looked
into the singer's pretty eyes as she said, “Maybe you should
watch where you're coming.”

The big girl pawed her date to safety behind
her, then said, “You want some of this, Blondie?”

“Not particularly. I want some of
that.”

Ash and the brute came nose to nose. The
other patrons eased away in anticipation of a brawl. A hand with
long red fingernails slid down between them.

“Come on, y'all,” Kayla said soothingly.
“It's too early for this kind of stuff. I don't want to visit the
ER just yet, please.”

As the two rivals separated, Ash said, “Just
remember, bitches get stitches.”

The other woman laughed disdainfully.
“That's some big talk from a little labia.”

“Which you'll never lick…”

“Okay, that's enough,” Steph said, joining
Kayla as they steered Ash out of the bar.

“Damn, Ash,” Kayla marveled. “You brought
the fire with you tonight!”

Ash chuckled. “That one was cute,
though.”

“Yeah, I know. But there's plenty of eye
candy out here. Anyway, you need to cool off. Let's go lift
weights.”

The group dashed across the street and
headed into one of several gyms that were on the boulevard. They
checked in, stripped down again in the locker room, then stepped
out onto the weight room floor wearing rental sneakers.

They spent half an hour doing deadlifts,
pulldowns, and flipping tires. Steph passed most of the time
flirting with one of the trainers, who had a large snake tattoo
wrapped around the length of her left arm. It took all of Kayla and
Ash's combined efforts to drag her away with only an exchange of
contact information.

They hit another bar, this time without
incident, then let loose for an hour at a packed dance club. Their
next stop was a salon for quick touch-ups after all that sweating
and grinding, before moving on to the phototorium. Here they booked
a bright blue room filled with giant plush rabbits and a field of
plastic tulips, then struck dozens of wacky poses as the cameras
flashed. Afterward, they picked out their favorite shots to be
delivered on their home printers.

It was after midnight now. Back on the
sidewalk, Ash and her friends looked at each other.

“Well,” Kayla said. “What should we do
next?”

Steph tapped her chin. “Hmm… More drinks…
more dancing… or maybe… dicks?”

They all laughed. Ash spanked Steph's
ass.

“I don't know if I have the energy to get
involved tonight,” Kayla said. “If ya know what I mean.”

“Whatever,” Ash said. “How about some
food?”

“Nah, I'm not hungry.”

“Massages, anyone?” Steph proposed.

“Yeah!” Kayla said.

Ash raised an eyebrow. “Human or
plastic?”

Kayla and Steph exchanged glances, then
giggled.

“We better go bot,” Steph said. “I have to
do some work later in the morning. Coupla wandering digits and I'll
be too wired to fall asleep.”

Kayla smirked as she marched two fingers
down Steph's belly. Solemnly she said, “Lead us not into
titillation…”

Ash threw her arms over their shoulders and
slurred, “Come on, you drunk skanks. Time to cut these engines
before we get into real trouble.”

“You're one to talk,” Kayla scoffed. “Miss
Dislocated Finger.”

“And it was totally worth it. Knocked that
lying bitch right out, remember?”

“What I remember is you trying to seduce the
ambulance driver afterward.”

“Hmm… Was that a guy or a girl?”

“Ladies, please!” Steph said. “We are
here. It is time… to relax.”

Ash held the massage parlor door open as her
friends stumbled inside. Another wild night on the boulevard was
coming to an end.

 


 



 


 3. A NEW MALAISE

 


Saturday morning. Late morning. Ash
was still in bed. Naked and feeling very relaxed.

That synthetic masseuse had worked wonders.
The kneaders pushing down into her back like a big cat's paws.
Ample pours of jasmine-scented gel rubbed with patient care into
every inch of her long, slender body while soothing music filled
the air.

She and her girls had floated out of the
night spa into the SUV taxi they'd ordered, then leaned against
each other drowsily before being dropped off at their apartments
one by one.

But now Ash would have to get moving. Allow
the dreams to evaporate as she amped herself back up for work.
Detectives were still very much cops and the brass expected them to
get their hands dirty while out in the streets.

Because criminals didn't care what your rank
was. They didn't even seem deterred by all the cameras and sensors
that were everywhere. Not only was crime up, but Ash thought it was
getting more brazen—as if in defiance of the new models of robot
officers that had recently joined the force.

Ashley Westgard wouldn't say that she
resented or despised lawbreakers the same way some cops did. She
felt she understood them—and besides, she was no angel herself.
Although that didn't stop her from taking pleasure in grinding
their faces into the dirt and calling them trash. Because there was
just a certain line she wouldn't cross that the criminal element
didn't respect…

She had a working theory about what was
going on, which she called the dilemma of the steam valve. On one
hand, the world was being built up and maintained virtually on
autopilot by an interconnected network of machines that could
assemble and repair themselves. But people still had doubts and
flaws and uncontrollable passions that needed some kind of release.
That didn't always make for a rosy picture.

Which is why Ash loved a good throwdown
after words went too far. Or working the hormones into a frenzy,
then spiraling upward all night with someone new. And as was the
case lately, plotting with cold calculation how to climb her way up
the police ranks and enter into gilded society.

What she couldn't forgive was the likes of
that shoplifter from yesterday. People who tried to cut the line,
and then came up with excuses after they got caught. Ash
pondered whether that attitude was also part of this symptom she
was seeing on the streets. A desperate flaunting that seemed to be
saying “look at me” more than “I want this thing.”

Some strange pressure was weighing people
down, and Ash wondered if she was the only one who even noticed.
While this keenness of mind had helped accelerate her
promotion from beat cop to detective, she still was a
flesh-and-blood animal, and often found herself unable to resist
falling prey to her own worst vices.

And if working in law enforcement kept you
mostly above reproach, then being a female officer in 2045
meant you were untouchable. Ash's superiors didn't care what she or
anyone else did in their off hours, as long as they kept clearing
cases and the streets were safe. Still, Ash couldn't help but feel
that she was starting to slip…

Because something was definitely changing
inside her, as well as society at large. The steam valve wasn't
enough to balance her out, or maybe she was just pushing it to the
point of breaking down. Five drinks too many one day. Late-night
calls to the street tough who sold her information and tasties.
Churning and burning through women like she was shucking corn for a
community potluck.

And then there was her most shameful
weakness, which had started to boil over from a rare guilty
pleasure into something she craved and relied on. Those men.
The hired guns with flexing buns. But even they were mostly
ineffective now, despite on paper—between the sheets, between her
thighs—performing flawlessly.

Ashley Westgard was being hounded by some
mysterious need. An itch she couldn't scratch, a blind spot that
wouldn't come into focus. Just as society itself seemed sluggish
within the fog of a new malaise. A pinched nerve that was driving
people so crazy, they were willing to commit foolish crimes in the
picture-perfect world that was being built just for them.

Ash dragged herself out of the California
King bed and into her bathroom's enormous shower spa. Jets and
sprays and rain pours hydrated her skin from all directions as she
stretched, scrubbed, and did push-ups to rid herself of the last
sleepy cobwebs.

To rinse away the alcohol. To clean hands
soiled by anonymous groping on a darkened dance floor. And to
forget visions of a young girl's swollen nipples reaching out to
her from the confines of a flimsy tank top—breasts which Ash had
not gotten to devour.

A hot shower to clear her mind—and her
eyes—as she tried to understand the
hairline fractures she saw running across life's immaculate
veneer.
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