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Another endless day was over. Brandonnon touched the picture of Keithannan with anguish in his heart. He couldn't live without him.

If only their minds could communicate! In ten seconds he could tell him everything he felt without having to search for words! If he could convey a thought, a feeling... what could be quicker, after all? Ten seconds was too short to express oneself!

He knew that all this – those ten useless and cruel seconds at dawn and dusk – was all his fault. He glared at his face in the photograph next to his beloved's.

Everyone told him he was handsome, with brown hair, blue eyes and full lips. He thought his jaw was too square, and then there was the unpleasant scar under his eye, but his body was in perfect shape for a thirty-one-year-old.

He looked at his watch. The sixteenth hour was about to strike. He looked out the window of the spartan bedroom, with the large built-in wardrobe that took up an entire wall and the double bed with Keithannan's painting hanging above the headboard – a way to personalize an apartment like so many others.

His gaze wandered over the buildings that surrounded the condo making him feel imprisoned, helpless. Held in a gilded cage to prevent him from sticking his nose where he shouldn't have. Which was what he had done anyway, or he wouldn't have found himself in that damned situation.

Damn the day he had decided to become a hacker. If he hadn't had that damned mania for violating databases, Raven Starr wouldn't have caught him. He put the photograph on the windowsill, casting another glance at Keithannan's smiling face. He was hurting himself. He forced himself to look back at the City.

The Tower Building stood out in the blue sky like a mirage. He asked himself for the umpteenth time if the answers he was looking for were in that distant, uninhabited, perhaps useless building. A heart that didn't beat in the center of a City that suddenly seemed different to him.

"Another sunset," he murmured, depressed.

He should stop talking to himself, but he couldn't help it. He consoled himself with the fact that he would soon fall asleep and his brain would give him a little break.

The light faded quickly. Brandonnon's figure split, another emerged, rotating counterclockwise, overlapping it. In the time it took to flip a switch, darkness fell on the City. For a moment Brandonnon's blue eyes were lost in two oblong black eyes, then he disappeared, sucked into the other person.

Keithannan dropped his arms, disheartened. He couldn't go on like this. Short black hair and dark eyes, he was tall and thin, with an oval face and pale skin that showed the shadow of his beard.

His gaze fell on the photograph of the happy couple and his heart sank. He touched Brandonnon's face and put the frame back on the nightstand from which it had been taken.

He had to find a way to free himself and his partner from this strange technological curse. That bastard Raven Starr couldn't get away with it, those ten seconds were too short and too excruciating.

He decided to take another look at the police station, so he grabbed his duster and strode out.
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PART ONE: THE CITY

CHAPTER ONE
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Brandonnon was completely absorbed in his attempt to hack the database. His hands barely touched the keyboard as he threw out command after command in the hope of bypassing the machine and getting past the "access denied" screen. All that was missing was that stupid computer giving him a raspberry.

"Damn!" Brandonnon grumbled, pausing to catch his breath. In two years he had made remarkable progress. He had never come across anything so well protected, though. It had to be important.

He sighed, stretching in his chair. He had cut his hair so short that now if he didn't comb it, it would stay up on its own without the help of gel. He tried to comb it back with his fingers as he stared, annoyed, at the screen, but a rebellious lock still stood at attention.

His blue eyes narrowed for a moment as an idea flashed through his head. He continued fiddling and managed to access the database.

He began to scroll through the data. Whose database it was, he had no idea, but from how protected it was, and how huge, it could be a government secret.

"It really does look like an archive," he muttered. "Films, documentaries... what is this?"

He opened a file titled "Choices". A theme song started, opening credits like at the movies, but he had never heard of the production company, nor the actors, nor even the director. An unknown film that immediately captured him. He stared, fascinated, at the strange city, the imaginative costumes, the incredible means of transport that moved through the streets.

"What is this, a science fiction film?" he wondered.

He heard the front door slide open, but he couldn't take his eyes off the video.

"Keith!" he called excitedly. "Come see what I found!"

But the man who appeared in the door wasn't his beloved. He was bulky, with a shaved head and a hard expression. A glint of lust crossed his dark eyes as he enveloped the hacker in an appreciative gaze.

"You're a curious guy, huh?" he said with a smirk. He was armed, unlike any other citizen. Who knew where he had gotten the gun. He wasn't wearing any uniform.

"Are you a cop or what?" Brandonnon asked, letting himself be handcuffed, too stunned to react.

"Special Services," the man answered, sarcastic, closing his access to the database. "I am a Chosen, my name is Raven Starr."

He dragged him out of the apartment building he shared with Keithannan and pushed him towards a two-seater electric shuttle. The driverless vehicle took them to the nearest police station, but when they took the elevator to the inner offices, Brandon felt like they were leaving the City.

"What exactly are you looking for, Brandonnon Daymind?" Raven Starr asked, taking off his handcuffs and making him sit in a windowless office at the end of a maze of corridors. "Do you damned hackers have nothing better to do than ruin your lives?"

"How do you know my name?" he demanded.

"I know everything about you, young man," the man sneered in response.
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Keithannan entered the apartment and dropped his gym bag in the small entryway.

"Bran, I'm back!" he warned, going to change in the bedroom.

He took a quick shower, then went to look for his beloved who had given no response. Although when he was on his laptop Brandonnon lost his sense of reality. He stepped into his beloved's small home office.

"Bran, did you fall asleep in front of that thing?" he asked with a chuckle.

But Brandonnon wasn't at his desk. He must have gone out, Keithannan decided, puzzled, going to get a snack from the food dispenser. Not that Brandonnon had many reasons to leave the house alone.

He was the one who went out the most. He'd been a reclusive painter and martial arts master when he had met Brandonnon two years earlier. He had gone to a nightclub to sketch faces, and ended up bringing home the most handsome twenty-nine-year-old in the City.

He took out a canvas and began to paint in the living room, absorbed and inspired. He was hyper-realistic, and some of his landscapes were magical and fantastic, while his faces seemed to emerge from the canvas.

Until Brandonnon's smartphone rang. Strange that he had left it at home. Keithannan answered and Loris's triangular face appeared.

At twenty-four Loris almost looked like a younger version of Brandonnon – same light-brown hair and blue eyes, almost the same haircut, always clean-shaven.

"Hi, Keith, where's my brother?" the young man asked.

"I actually thought he was at your place," Keithannan answered. "When I came home, he wasn't in. But he left his phone here."

"No, I haven't seen him or heard from him," the young man replied, surprised. "Okay, tell him to call me when he gets back!

"Okay, bye, Loris." He smiled and put down the phone.

He looked at the time and began to worry. He went to the laptop to see if Brandonnon had left him any messages, but there was nothing. Nothing in his DMs or email either.

He went out onto the balcony and stood there for a while, looking at the street with its pedestrian traffic, the identical buildings and the identical trees planted on the sidewalk. He tried to distinguish Brandonnon's figure among the walkers, but he didn't see him.

By now it was dinner time and Keithannan went back into the house with a sigh. He wandered around the apartment, worried, wondering what had happened to his lover, until sunset. Within ten seconds the sky was dark and the lights in the surrounding buildings slowly began to go out.

Not everyone was asleep and that night Keithannan remained awake too, in the painful absence of news. It wasn't like Brandonnon to spend the night out, it wasn't like him to disappear like that. Brandonnon wasn't a night owl, on the contrary, and it was rare for him to venture so far that he couldn't return before dark. And he hadn't taken his phone, as if he had rushed out for some emergency.

But what could have happened? The City was the safest place in the world. The robot police kept everything running smoothly, and the hospitals automatically notified families if something happened. Sometimes there were accidents – suicides, mostly – but Brandonnon had never shown any aspiration to take his own life, on the contrary. Despite spending many hours of the day online, he was the most alive and sensual being Keithannan had met in his thirty years of life.

In the morning his phone rang, but it wasn't Brandonnon. Huffing, Keithannan went back to the laptop and tried to search for news online. Maybe there had been a malfunction somewhere. In the City everyone was registered and connected, but he was a little surprised when he opened Brandonnon's contact and found it blocked with the words "under arrest".

"Arrested for what?" he protested out loud.

He tried to delve deeper and almost immediately another hacker entered the computer.

You are using the access code of Fallen Angel.

I'm his partner, but I'm not as good as him.

The other, who used the alias "Hope," helped him force open the file.

"Oh, thank you, Hope!" Keithannan grinned. "Sometimes it helps to be a number in the database!"

Then he stopped rejoicing because the situation was not at all clear. The place of detention was not indicated, nor the reason for the arrest.

You should go and ask in person, Hope suggested.

Keithannan decided it was a good idea. He put on his duster, despite the mild climate of the City, and strode out.

He reached the police station and asked to speak to the human officer in charge. He told him of his partner's disappearance and asked for news, pretending to ignore the locked file. The man, who must have been close to fifty, tapped a few times on the keyboard of his computer, then shook his head.

"I'm sorry, sir, the order did not come from here."

"But you are the local police station," he objected.

"Sure. But this Raven Starr, who signed the arrest, is not one of us. Maybe he is from a special force."

"Are there special forces? Aren't you the specialists?"

"We investigate accidents, since robots are not capable of doing that. But I know of special forces who deal with computer crimes and other things."

Fuck! Computer crimes. Brandonnon was a hacker. They had caught him.

"Is there any way to communicate with these special forces?" he asked grimly.

"No, sir." The detective looked sympathetic. "Hackers are a curse to the City, and when they are caught they certainly do not get special treatment."

In a smart city like theirs, the ultimate crime was to mess something up!

"I'm sure Brandonnon has never harmed anyone," he said through clenched teeth.

"Sorry, sir, it's out of my jurisdiction."

Keithannan walked away, torn between anger, helplessness and worry. But he absolutely had to get Brandonnon out of trouble.
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"You're very handsome," Raven Starr declared, stroking Brandonnon's clean-shaven face. They were on a bed now, both naked.

Brandonnon had let him do whatever he wanted, hoping to mollify him. Maybe if he gave the man what he wanted, he'd let him go. Even though he had felt guilty at the thought of Keithannan. But he didn't know where they were, or how to warn him, because the Special Agent's apartment had no windows and no computers.

"Can I go now?" he asked. "Keithannan will be worried."

"Keithannan knows exactly what you do, he will have realized by now that you have been caught." The man sneered.

"I didn't do anything wrong," he retorted. "I didn't damage anything."

"No, but you opened a forbidden file."

"Is that your archive?"

"Not personally, no."

"What was that movie?"

"An old romantic comedy."

"I thought it was science fiction!"

"This shows that you would do well to keep your pretty little nose out of certain databases."

Raven Starr stood up and began to dress.

"If I keep my nose out of that archive, will you let me go?" Brandonnon asked, hopeful.

"As much as you are a pleasure to watch when you fuck your beau, no, I do not think I will let you go back to the City," the man replied slyly.

"I see, you've found your sex toy and you don't want to give it up," he muttered.

"Honey, I simply do not trust you. If you want to go back to the City, you have to do it with me. Live with me, and no computer access."

Brandonnon bit his lower lip. He could always find a way to see Keithannan, as long as he went back to the City.

"All right," he said finally.

Raven Starr smiled at him.

"Get dressed," he ordered. "I'm going to get ready to go back to the City. Maybe it won't hurt to be around people for a bit."

Brandonnon obeyed, relieved.
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"You have a summons, sir."

The detective on his phone's screen was the same one he had spoken to when he went to the station, and Keithannan didn't hesitate. Maybe it was news of Brandonnon.

He returned to the police station, and a shiny robot led him through a maze of corridors to an elevator.

"I hope you'll accompany me to the exit, too, or I'll never find it again," he commented, amused.

The robot didn't respond, and he figured it hadn't been programmed to respond to irony. Strange that it didn't reply at all, though.

The elevator took them to a windowless place, where a bulky, bald man was waiting for him.

"Welcome, Keithannan Nightbody. I imagine you're worried about your reckless companion."

"Yes, sir. I know he's a hacker, but he's never done any harm..."

"I know exactly what he's done, unlike you. Come with me."

Keithannan followed him, puzzled. They reached a room full of strange machines, and Keithannan lit up at the sight of his beloved. However, Brandonnon seemed more surprised and worried to see him than happy.

"What does this mean?" he protested, turning to the bulky man. "That my return to the City is conditional on his staying here?"

"More or less." The man sneered, pushing the astonished Keithannan closer to his beloved.

A transparent tube emerged from the ground, imprisoning them both.

"Bran, where the fuck are we?" Keithannan asked, pressed against his lover by the walls of the tube.

"I don't know." Brandonnon continued to stare anxiously at the man who was fiddling with a machine he had never seen before. "Some secret part of the City."

"It's like being in a giant blender," Keithannan said.

"You're very close, Nightbody." The man scoffed, turning to look at them. "Relax, Daymind. You will stay with your lover. In fact, you will be so united that it will be impossible to separate you!"

A whirlwind rotation began inside the transparent tube. The two bodies became spots of indistinct colors. Their voices merged into a single scream, and perhaps both of them lost consciousness for a moment.

Keithannan reopened his eyes feeling that he had stopped rotating. He found himself in a colorless nothingness, apparently incorporeal. But he could touch his clothes and his face, so it was real. His watch worked, it was 15:03. Just under an hour to sunset and he had lost Brandonnon again.

He tried to move, to walk, but in that void he felt as if he were standing still, so he sat down to think. He didn't understand what had happened.

The sixteenth hour finally struck. A quick glimpse of Brandonnon's desperate face and Keithannan found himself alone and breathless on the bed, with the dark night outside the window.

"What the f..."

Still confused, he walked through the apartment, but Brandonnon wasn't there. On the other hand, he found a stranger in the living room: a man in his fifties, with hair still black and thick, but many wrinkles on his face, who barely reached his shoulders.

"Who are you?" Keithannan demanded.

"Mmm, interesting," the man replied, looking him over. "It seems that I've returned to live in the City."

"And how is that possible?" Keithannan protested. "I've never seen anyone your age come back!"

"There's no going back," the old man confirmed. "Fifty-year-olds are eliminated. Kind of hard to come back from the dead."

"But you're alive."

"I'm a Chosen One. Where's the computer?"

Too stunned to object, Keithannan pointed to the home office. He watched the man open programs he'd never seen before in silence, still stunned.

"Well, Keithannan Nightbody, I hope you like the City at night, because I'm afraid you won't see anything else for a while," the short man finally said, turning off the computer.

"What does that mean?" he protested. "And how do you know my name?"

"Oh, you'll see." The man winked. "Thanks for the online access. I'm going for a walk. I'll see you in the morning."

"But... wait!"

Keithannan gave up trying to stop him by force. His head was spinning. The whole thing was absurd.

He called Christal, his best friend. He and the redhead had grown up together. When they were at school, they often called each other by their family name. Everybody shortened Nightbody to "Body", Christal had further shortened it to "Bo". He liked to stand out.

"What's up, Bo?" he greeted with a smile on his freckled face. At thirty, he hadn't changed that much. He had a girlfriend now, Malena, who seemed to be jealous of their friendship.

Keithannan took a deep breath, but he couldn't explain what had happened, so he kept the call short. He paced like a caged animal around the apartment, then flopped down on the bed. Sleep fell upon him without him finding any answers.
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