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Chapter 1

It had to be perfect, which was why she’d insisted on clones. This was her last chance to shine, to thank the trillions of fans who adored her, to say goodbye. After this, everything would change—she would change. It had been a great tour, but she had to keep the performances fresh, stay ahead of the competition, be the best. She was Miranda Rhapsody.

She threw her arms up to the sky. The sun rose behind her as she sang the final verse atop the pyramid of clone backup dancers, her body shone gold, and she was goddess of the dawn. The Rutherford District stretched out beneath her—the most important place in the solar system, and she was at its center. 

She belted out the last line, the enthusiasm more important than the actual sound: “It’s not too late, rise with me.” An empty promise for all the fans who believed they shared in her success. Many could experience how it felt right now, to be perfectly balanced at the top of the world, the neural feed to their brain letting them feel the wind cooling hot skin, the breeze prickling as it dried the sheen of sweat, the pump of adrenalin, thud of heart, strain of lungs, vibration of vocal chords. Her reality, their fantasy. She was living their dreams.

The roar of the crowd told her the new single, “Love Rises,” was going to be another major hit. She basked in the attention, holding that final pose before the feed cut and her holo disappeared. She waved to the die-hard fans in hoppers and hopperbikes on the tops of nearby buildings and those hovering just beyond the security circle, which was marked by a fleet of spherical camdrones. A simple gesture, but it would feed their obsession.

NBN was right as usual: the display was good publicity, and she could never have too much of that. She swung herself down from the pyramid of clones and sashayed her way across the roof to her waiting hopper. Her assistant, Miles, intercepted her as usual, throwing a fur coat around her.

“Fabulous, Miranda, absolutely stunning. Anyone who’s anyone was in the square this morning, and all the wannabes sat at home experiencing you live. I’ll ping you with the ratings as soon as they come through.”

“You’re not coming?”

“Got to wrap things up here. I’ll meet you up-Stalk, that okay?”

“Suits me. It’s not like you to give me time to myself though, Miles. Shouldn’t we be prepping for some interview or other?”

“Just catch up on some beauty sleep,” he joked as the hopper door rose to admit her.

“Yeah, right,” she said, forcing a laugh.

She ducked into the back of the hopper and pulled her PAD from under her miniskirt. She didn’t even trust Miles with that, and he was like her shadow, always around somewhere. As the door closed, giving her some privacy, the PAD’s surface became reflective and she held it up to her face. The gold in her skin was already fading away, revealing her own pale complexion underneath, the blank slate. Colored lines and dots appeared on the screen to draw her attention to problem areas, and she rummaged in the handbag waiting on the seat beside her.

Most of the contents were her own patented products, cosmetics designed for her and marketed in her trademark pink and purple packaging. First, the dark circles. A rollerball with microscopic needles injected moisture and tightened the skin, and then she treated the area with a brightening pocket laser. She popped one pill for the fatigue and another to suppress her hunger. There was no way she was consuming any food before she got on the Beanstalk. She could just imagine how the news-nosies would react if she got sick to her stomach, and private beanpod or not, the nosies would find out—they always did.

Her face back on track, she chose a new color on her PAD and shook her hair out in its light, making sure all the smartstrands reacted. Gold might have suited the show, but she preferred honey blond, and so did Larry.

Ah, Laramy Fisk. She sat back for a moment just to appreciate the sweet anticipation dating Larry afforded. He’d arranged a surprise meeting for her on the Beanstalk, Miles had discovered, and he was going to treat her to a night at the Honeymoon Hilton before she started prepping for her next sensie role. She’d been before, as had he, but never together. It was going to be a night to remember, and the shoutcasts would be full of it for weeks. She didn’t care when it was something like that—hey, even she wanted to shout about Laramy Fisk. Maybe she would.

The training was going to be intense for this one—she was going to play a zero-G sports star, and for her that meant being a zero-G sports star. She would train with the pros, become the best. That was how she worked. That way, the sensies would feel real, better than real.

She frowned as she looked out the window. It was getting dark out there, and as she peered through the one-way transplas, she realized why. Great hulks of buildings rose to blot out the sun as the hopper descended, factories or something equally disgusting, all steel girders and crumbling plascrete. Round metallic holes belched smoke, gas, or worse into the air. Smog that would wreak havoc on her skin. There was no way this was right.

She banged her fist on the transplas behind the driver, a Tenma clone from the look of the white-blond hair sticking out from under the chauffeur’s cap, clipped above the code on his neck.

“Hey, do you even know where you’re going? You’re supposed to take me to the Root, you jackass.”

The driver ignored her, but before she could figure out the controls to the screen between them, the hopper landed with a clang, and she saw a monochrome hologram of a bonsai tree floating in the air outside: the Jinteki logo.

That explained it; Jinteki was going to present her with a gift before she headed Moon-ward. Maybe it was a replacement for the dead teacup giraffe, or a new aide, or some other strange creation she couldn’t guess.

The gull-wing hopper door rose and she stepped out onto a walkway made of crisscrossed carbosteel girders. Not easy to navigate in heels, so she reluctantly clicked her heels together to retract them. She looked around for the nosies, but there was no one here. What was the point of presenting her with a gift if no one would see it?

At the far end of the walkway, a metallic door slid open to reveal two suited clones.

“Hey, what’s going on?” she shouted to them. “I should be halfway up the Beanstalk by now. This had better be worth it.”

The clones, big and broad-shouldered, approached her, and she suddenly felt quite alone. She grabbed her PAD to ping Miles to see what was going on, but the PAD was blank.

That had never happened—it shouldn’t ever happen. She’d never been cut off from the world that way. She felt cold inside her big coat and very small beside those two clones.

“Please come with us, Ms. Rhapsody.”

One of the clones put a heavy hand on her shoulder. She imagined she was back in the sensie Framed and Furious, when she was an unsuspecting cheerleader framed for murder, but that cheerleader had been helpless and afraid. She was Miranda Rhapsody.

“I’m not going anywhere until I talk to a human being,” she said. “So you just get your boss out here. I’m going to wait in my hopper.”

She tried to turn back to leave, but the hand on her shoulder did not budge.

Then the door at the far end of the walkway opened again, and a Tenma clone dressed in a blue courier jumpsuit and carrying a large package stepped out. Miranda eyed the package. If it was a gift for her, the presentation was inexcusable.

“There’s been a change of plan,” the Tenma said loudly, addressing the other clones. “Ms. Rhapsody is coming with me.”

The Omoi looked at each other from behind their mirrorshades. One raised his hand to an earpiece, ready to ask for confirmation, when the Tenma flung the package at him and knocked him on his back. His partner pulled a weapon. Miranda shrank away, pressing her back against the hopper, but the pistol pointed at the Tenma. With a shrill shriek, it fired one blue bolt after another, but the Tenma was too quick, ducking and dodging with startling speed as he careened up the walkway, looking as though he would barrel into the shooter and knock him down. Instead, he ran past the Omoi and into Miranda, grabbed her by the shoulder, and pushed her back into her hopper.

“Get off me!” she shouted, kicking him away and scrambling back into her seat.

He ignored her, pulling her driver out and taking his place. The driver threw himself to the ground, covering his head.

Miranda fell, sprawling as the hopper moved and the doors closed. She checked her PAD but it was still blank. The hopper lurched into the air and the PAD slipped from her hands and fell by her feet.

“I’m getting you out of here,” the Tenma called from the front, his voice loud through the rear audcasters. “Hold on!”

Speechless, she looked out of the window as three figures stood, watching them go. Two raised weapons. One gun was large, with a long barrel, definitely not a Synap. They let clones carry guns now? Both opened fire. Didn’t they know who she was?

The vehicle shook with the impact and the readouts on the windscreen flickered. She heard the Tenma curse as the hopper tilted, but somehow he kept it in the air, and they rose out of range. The hopper’s restraints finally sensed the danger and unfurled to catch her, holding her in place. She allowed herself a breath before she saw drones rise on either side of them. NAPD camdrones, she thought, relieved. She pressed her face against the window and yelled for help, but then the drones were firing too, and the hopper was spinning.

She thought the hopper was out of control, but it spiraled up, not down, and suddenly it was speeding along an emergency lane so fast the whole hopper was shuddering.

“What’s going on?” she screamed as her handbag bounced into her lap. Seizing the opportunity, she groped inside for a stim.

The only answer was another lurch of the vehicle as the Tenma shifted it into a busy lane of oncoming traffic. She managed to get one stimpatch on her arm, but lost the rest over the seat. A sudden drop in altitude made her nauseated, and then they were in yet another lane, going with the flow. She breathed, the stim making her sharper, giving her brain time to catch up. The transplas separating her from the new Tenma slid away.

“Come up front,” called back the Tenma, swerving to avoid a midair collision as he overtook other hoppers flying the regulation speed.

“What?” she asked, shocked by the order.

“Come up front,” he repeated. “It’s safer.”

She unfastened the restraints and clambered into the seat beside him, surprised at herself for taking orders from a clone. He certainly looked like a Tenma, but he spoke with such authority, it just added to the weirdness of her day. He still drove manually, weaving through the traffic at great speed. The drones seemed to be long gone, but she expected the siren of an NAPD vehicle at any moment.

“Watch out!” she shouted, and he sped up to pass between hoppers on the busy northbound traffic lane. “You’re going to get me killed!”

“I’m a Tenma; you’re statistically safer with me than any other driver in this city, maybe the whole damned universe.”

“I’ve had Tenma drivers before and they never did that!”

“Yeah, well, let’s just say I’m not a regular clone.”

“You’re not kidding!”

She screamed again as they tore through a holo-ad for her own fragrance, their world flashing pink and purple, filling with the scent of wild Japanese water lily and orchid, and they almost burst into the side of a building. The hopper tilted and they were streaking straight up the side of the thing. She didn’t know hoppers could do that.

“Just close your eyes or something,” the Tenma winced. “Please.”

As if she could—the stim had her even more on edge. The Tenma straightened out the hopper and landed it on the pad at the top of the building, pausing while it recharged. Had he gone through all the reserves already? She’d never needed her hopper for joyriding. She’d had it painted as a racer but it wasn’t one.

“You’re taking me to the Root, right?” she asked, suddenly hoping that maybe he was hurrying to catch her pod up-Stalk. “I’m supposed to be heading up the Beanstalk right about now.”

The hoverfoils kicked back on, the hopper rose into the air for the next leg of its journey, and the clone looked sidelong at her. Was he smirking?

“You can’t go back to your old life. I’m sorry. Time to move on.”

“And what is that supposed to mean?”

“Hang on, we’re getting out soon.”

The hopper dropped several floors, landing them with a clatter in a dark, narrow alley. The walkway was another crisscross of metal, and the harsh light of cheap holo-ads lit up their feet from below. Before she could get her bearings, the Tenma pulled her from the vehicle and dragged her down a busy street. 

“Just keep your head down.” The Tenma gripped her hand, tried to pull her after him.

“Wait—my purse, my PAD!”

She pulled back, but he was stronger than she was. She fell reluctantly into step beside him.

“Leave them. You got anything else on you?” he asked, pulling her into an alley behind a row of takeaways. The dumpsters reeked of fermented soybeans.

“What? No,” she said, not sure what he meant. She had nothing.

“Good. Let’s move. They’re still coming.”

She glanced up. She could see a sliver of sky high above them, the distant shadows of passing hoppers, but nothing coming their way. It was like being at the bottom of a well. She didn’t belong down here.

“Are you sure they’re still after us?”

Almost on cue, two specks dropped toward them, growing larger until she could make out the shiny orbs of the drones and, behind them, another shape following their path. He dropped her hand.

She looked back to her rescuer. He hauled aside a long-

unemptied dumpster to reveal a red personal transport that shone conspicuously against the stained and neon-paint-sprayed wall of the alley. It was a large, sleek hopperbike of some kind, with three exhaust ports at the back. Not a model she recognized, or maybe he had just altered it beyond recognition. It looked fast and powerful, but she saw no obvious safety features. The seat was long; there was room for two riders if one sat behind the other.

“What’s that?” she asked. She enjoyed a fast ride on occasion, but not one that offered absolutely zero protection for her precious face.

“My ride,” replied the Tenma clone. “I’m getting you out of here. Get on!”

“Oh, no. Not on that you’re not.” She shook her head and tried to back away, but he grabbed her arm and pulled her to the bike, and suddenly she remembered that scene in Playing with Firebombs, when her spunky heroine twisted the villain’s arm, like this. She flipped the clone onto his back, breaking his grip on her. Then she made a run for it, but something exploded against the wall in front of her. She screamed. Strong hands grabbed her by the waist and lifted her onto the seat. She squirmed forward to reach the controls, but he pushed her firmly back.

“No one but me drives this thing,” he said, and slid into position in front of her. The next shot was even closer; she felt the heat of the blast and debris landing in her hair. She had no choice but to trust the Tenma, for now. She tightened her arms around his lean waist and pressed her face into his back.

The engine started with an earsplitting whine and they were off, speeding along above the walkway, which rattled and creaked beneath the wash of the rotors. The world streaked past and Miranda wished she hadn’t taken that stim after all. The Tenma’s driving was illegally fast and incredibly dangerous. Why didn’t he take to the sky? The bike threw her one way, then the other. She slid forward and back in the seat even though she was holding on for dear life, gripping the unyielding metal of the bike between her knees.

Miranda squinted against the rush of gritty air. She could smell exhaust and something acrid, like burning hair. If it was her hair, she’d sue whoever owned the Tenma.

She couldn’t make out much beyond a dirty blur in the darkness of the alleys, but then they were out in the open, tearing through a market alive with fluorescent lights and ads that would have targeted her if she’d still had her PAD. People dove out of the way ahead of them, tiny toy robots skittered off across the pavement, and mannequins sporting fresh-grown skin samples toppled to the side. She couldn’t tell if their pursuers were still behind them. She tried to turn but her hair whipped into her eyes. She pressed her face into the Tenma’s back again as they skidded around a corner and lit off into the sky.

The bike fell away beneath her and she grasped at the Tenma, holding fistfuls of his clothing to keep herself in place. The engine stopped abruptly and they fell between walkways, through the rush of air, plummeting farther into the darkness of the undercity. She knew there were no safety measures there, no friendly NAPD officers, no good citizens alerting help. Miranda Rhapsody was going to end up a forgotten splat on the pavement far below, trodden on by criminals and bottom-feeders.

The front of the bike jolted against a railing, and with a sudden angry whine the engine started again. The Tenma forced them forward onto a ground-level slidewalk, and the route flattened out. He gave a whoop, as though he’d planned it all.

“I think we lost them!” he shouted.

Miranda closed her eyes and clung on.


Chapter 2

“Definitely gang related,” Detective Bruce Tomson concluded, tapping his PAD as though taking notes. Caprice Nisei knew he wasn’t. She watched his big fingers from the corner of her eye. The movement was wasteful, annoying, and like everything about her partner, tested her tolerance.

“I do not think so,” she demurred, approaching the victim’s window. Elizabeth Webb had fixed white screens over the transplas, for privacy perhaps, or as a convenient backdrop for threedees. Caprice imagined what the view would be without them; there was another tenement building opposite, perhaps with a mirroring window and inquisitive neighbors. As it was, no one had seen anything.

“Look at the mess,” Bruce said loudly, bringing her focus back to the room, where Webb’s body lay in pieces. Outdated consoles and even more archaic computer screens overran much of the victim’s living area. Cables weaved dangerously among the machines splattered with darkened blood. Body parts lay where they had fallen, now contained neatly in electronically labeled and temperature-controlled bags. The victim had been a natural, without implants or g-mods of any sort. That was quite unusual, for a woman who dealt in illegal data.

“Yes, it is messy,” Caprice agreed, turning her attention to the door. Numerous locks flashed silent warnings along the edge, waiting for a reset. “And yet, there are no prints, no DNA, no seccam footage from the hallway or outside the building.” No feelings of an attacker’s anger or rage, only the victim’s fear.

“A known criminal, killed in a barbaric way to send a message. Seems clear to me—gang written all over it,” Bruce went on. “Pass this one on to Orgcrime; it’s their jurisdiction, I’d say.” He scratched his stubbled chin, but stopped and stood straighter as a young uniformed officer walked into the room, clutching her PAD to her chest. Caprice immediately began to feel nauseated, her body clenching and contracting. The detective opened her mouth to ask for help, but realized in time that she was only picking up on the anxiety of the newcomer, whose face was sickly pale. Caprice backed away to a safe distance.

“Netcrimes,” said the officer, as Caprice’s PAD chirped, receiving a new ID. “I just need to tag the equipment here.” She eyed the detectives warily.

“Be our guest,” Bruce offered. “We’re done here.”

“Almost done,” Caprice corrected. Bruce did not want to take the case because it would be hard to solve. Impossible, if a megacorp was involved, and the killer had been a professional, so that was conceivable. All the killer had left was his cold, dark determination, but she could not tell Bruce that.

“I suppose you’ll want to re-interview the neighbor who called it in,” Bruce said. “Terrify her all over again.”

“That will not be necessary,” Caprice replied, reluctant to repeat the experience.

She watched as the officer began tagging all the tech, moving away when the woman got too close. Was it her own presence or the gore of the murder scene that caused the young officer’s discomfort? It was no secret that Caprice was a clone. She wore her hair down to conceal the code tattooed on her neck, but her colleagues knew it was there.

She glanced at her partner. Bruce would never listen to her opinion willingly. This was only their second case together, and the commissioner had made them partners against their will. City Hall had pushed, and neither Caprice nor the bioroid detectives were entitled to work alone anymore.

“According to Forensics, the blades used were katanas,” Caprice said. “I suspect a corporate samurai or renegade assassin of some kind. Someone who wants to leave a mark. Someone with a corrupted sense of tradition.”

“Ah, Jinteki, of course. I knew you’d bring it into this somehow.” Bruce sniffed, his face turning red. She often inadvertently provoked him, when she only meant to speak her mind.

“No, I did not mean that. There is no evidence of a connection to—” She paused as her PAD vibrated on her belt. Someone she could not ignore had pinged her. It wasn’t the best time. “Excuse me.”

“What now?” Bruce asked, but she judged it one of those questions best left unanswered. She ignored him and retreated to the other side of the small living area before responding to the ping, putting a partition wall between herself and the natural humans.

“Good day, Toshiyuki,” she said quietly. An image of the senior director appeared before her, a projection from her PAD. He was frowning, and she sensed his irritation.

“Caprice, I require your expertise at a recycling center in north Nihongai.”

She paused, taking a moment to compose herself. “Recycling center?” she asked for confirmation, keeping her voice steady.

“Yes. Is that a problem?”

“No. I mean, yes. That is, I will be there as soon as I can, but I am currently on assignment.”

“I need you now, Caprice. There’s been a break-in, and the nature is sensitive. We don’t want to involve the NAPD.”

“But I am the NAPD.” A break-in. That explained the request; she was safe. “And my department investigates homicides.”

“Caprice.” The low, warning tone of his voice was enough to silence her. He did not have to remind her what was at stake if she disappointed her makers at Jinteki. She closed her eyes and felt the warm fluid eddying against her skin, the fluid that kept her sisters alive in their vats. They were helpless, unconscious yet aware, and their fate was in her hands. She would go wherever Jinteki sent her, however unpleasant.

“Of course, Senior Director. I will come immediately.”

He ended the transmission before she could.

“Going somewhere?” Bruce asked, appearing at her shoulder. “You do know we’re in the middle of a murder investigation, don’t you?” He leaned against the wall beside her, arms folded. He was taller than average, by nature, not design, and looked down at her. He saw her as a Jinteki product, nothing more. He told himself that repeatedly, as though he were aware she could hear his thoughts.

“I am afraid I have been called away,” she said, “but I will return as soon as I can.”

“Who is it you work for really, Nisei?”

“I am currently in the employ of the NAPD, and I value my detective work highly.”

It was more than just a job for her—it was justification for her existence. But Bruce would not understand.

“I will return soon,” she added, but he put an arm out to prevent her from passing him.

“You may think you’re a detective, Nisei, but the true detectives spend years training, getting real experience on the streets. You’re just an experiment, a corporate toy. The commissioner will figure that out eventually. Until then, you’re just in the way.” He withdrew his arm. “I’m going back to HQ; there’s nothing to do here. You’ll find me there if you actually want to do any police work while you’re playing cop.”

“I will find you there,” Caprice repeated as he left, unwilling to defend herself. She could feel the resentment beneath her partner’s anger. Perhaps it wasn’t so unwarranted, she thought. Or perhaps his opinions were influencing her.

She took one last look at the murder victim to remind herself why it was so important to do her job well. The next time she saw this condo-hab it would be as a re-creation in virtual reality, and that wasn’t the same. The body and tech would be collected soon, the rooms cleaned and sterilized. She wanted to remember this place as it was, as it felt: the echoes of fear, panic, and pain, like vibrations under her skin. Scenes like this should not occur, and it was her job to prevent a recurrence. First, she had to satisfy Toshiyuki Sakai.

Express’s nerves were still buzzing after the chase, but his charge climbed unsteadily from the hopperbike, gripping the seat to stay upright. Her body shook, and all the self-important celeb bluster was gone, replaced by stooped shoulders and a hanging head, her blond hair a tangled mess in her face.

“I don’t have time for this,” Express said. “Come on.”

He took her arm and she raised her face to look at him, holding his gaze. In his limited experience, eye contact usually meant a person was going to speak to him or attack him, but she just narrowed her eyes and dropped her head again. He half pulled, half supported her as they left his Qianju in the parking lot underneath the building, a level supported by thick pillars instead of walls, leaving space for hoppers and groundcars to come and go from all angles at all times. There was an odd collection of vehicles in the lot, including old, battered electric-powered groundcars and some hoppers that had been modded, bloated fuel cells welded to their sides.

He steered her across the carboconcrete and she dragged her feet, unsettling garbage that had blown in and gathered in untidy piles, but they made their way to the tarnished metal doors of the elevator. The doors opened to reveal an unlit space with dated button panels and smelling of urine.

“No way am I getting in there,” she said, pulling back.

“You’d rather take the stairs?” he said, stepping in, as though ready to leave her there.

She followed him inside, pressing herself close to him to avoid touching the sides of the elevator. The doors thunked shut and they rose with a jolt. She clung to him, her fingers gripping his courier garb, pulling the cheap rubbery material taut against his skin.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked.

“Somewhere safe,” he said, “where you can rest.” His condo-hab. He’d taken “packages” there before, clones who did as he said so long as he spoke to them with humanlike authority. Clones who looked in awe on the home he’d made for himself, the acquisitions that were his own, the state-of-the-art tech and expensive furniture. They didn’t notice the bare floor under the rug, or the thick insulation he’d glued to the walls and ceiling. He didn’t know what this woman, this ristie used to the finer things, might make of it all. It shouldn’t matter what she thought.

He opened the door for her and she didn’t react; she just headed for his synthleather couch and stretched out on it. She didn’t seem to notice her fur coat falling open, or didn’t care. Underneath she wore nothing but a gold-colored miniskirt and two sun-shaped golden discs.

Express drew his PAD and stood over her, running a more thorough check for tracking devices than he’d made time for on the way. Nothing.

“No pictures,” she mumbled, and he ignored her, going over to his rig. His new console, the Akamatsu 4000, waited at the center of a tangle of black wires, its red light blinking impatiently.

He sat in his gamer chair and glanced back at his guest. She appeared to have fallen asleep, one slim arm stretched above her head, the other resting across her body.

“Big risk, big reward,” Li11ith had told him, like she was doing him a favor. He should have known that rescuing a clone as confidential as Miranda Rhapsody would be more problematic than his usual jobs, but he couldn’t resist the creds. She didn’t take orders like the clones he usually dealt with.

Then there were the Omoi; they shouldn’t have been there. They weren’t scheduled to be there. He blamed Li11ith for giving him outdated info, but someone in Jinteki must have changed his mind last minute. The presence of those clones meant Express hadn’t had time to get the hopper driver out, to reassign him to take the phony package away. He hadn’t been able to tie the job up neatly, the way he usually did, to buy himself more time.

He discreetly checked the shoutcasts on his personal lenses. He’d made a mistake. He’d disabled the seccams of course, but someone had taken amateur footage. He’d spotted Miranda Rhapsody, got a shot of her outside the Jinteki building. The vidder must have been reaching out of a window several floors above, and she had shielded her face as she fell back into the hopper. It was not a good enough image for facial recognition, but enough to start rumors. He could jack in and erase it, but already the clip had spread like a virus through the Net, popping up on tab-rags and mediafeeds. It was too late to do anything about it. He had done so many jobs, and never been foolish enough to let one get out in the open. Maybe Li11ith’s death had affected him more than he’d realized, or maybe he was just losing his touch.

She had been right about the big reward though—two million credits in escrow was worth the risk. He would do this one last job, and then he could afford to replace any outdated programs in his arsenal, update his console, and take more jobs that could be done solely on the Net.

He was growing beyond the Tenma specs, as Li11ith had always said he would. He couldn’t afford to get caught now.

He looked over to the sleeping celeb. The sooner he got rid of her the better, but she wasn’t ready. He would have to be thorough and employ the doctor’s services, and fast.


Chapter 3

Caprice had never visited a recycling facility, and even with the knowledge of the break-in, a part of her wondered if Toshiyuki was luring her there under false pretenses. Most clones ended up in such a facility eventually, some sooner than others, but she had not expected her time to come so soon.

She might have disappointed Miss Inada too many times, or her last psych evaluation with Dr. Knox might not have gone as well as she had thought, or there might have been a problem with the NAPD contract. If Commissioner Dawn deemed Caprice a failed experiment, it would cut her career—and her life—short. She closed her eyes for a moment, reaching out for her sisters. They were all still there; none had been decanted to take her place.

[...we’re waiting…]

The cab lurched to a stop as Caprice opened her eyes, or perhaps it was the sensation of breaking the psi connection. She nearly jumped as her PAD vibrated briefly to let her know that payment was transferring for the ride. The door opened and she stepped out into a pool of light provided by the Jinteki entrance. There was little need for ads in this neighborhood, and nearby manufactories blocked the sky completely. The air was uncomfortably warm.

Chairman Hiro prized perfection above all else, and his employees used cutting-edge technology and top New Angeles designers to remain true to his aesthetic principles. Or so the PR team claimed.

There was nothing beautiful about this place. Occupying only the middle floors in what was otherwise a tenement building, it seemed like something they were trying to hide. Bare plascrete walls, a few square, mirrored windows reflecting nothing but more plascrete. Nevertheless, the Jinteki tree hung suspended in the air above the door, rippling in the heat and smoke churned out by nearby chimneys.

Lives ended in this place. Clone lives, but the distinction mattered little to Caprice. Whether her Jinteki designers had intended her to or not, she valued her life, and she knew many clones felt the same. If she had been the “thing” Bruce thought she was, the “toy” he accused her of being, this place would not trouble her. Perhaps that would have been better.

She stepped forward, and the tinted transplas doors slid open. A figure waited inside the entrance hall, hands behind his back. Senior Director Toshiyuki Sakai wore his usual dark suit and his hair slicked back. He fixed his hollow eyes on her as she entered and the doors closed, sealing her in. There was no atmosphere control inside; the air was warm and stale. The light was too bright.

“Glad you could make it,” Toshiyuki said.

“I came as quickly as I could,” she responded automatically, wishing she did not always need to make excuses for this man, wishing her life were not his do with as he pleased.

There was a clone standing behind a large empty desk, one of the older secretarial genotypes. His eyes were on her, not on the colored figures that ran over the surface of the desk before him. She felt nothing from him but the curiosity he required to do his job: no fear, no sympathy. Some of the older lines were emotionally stunted, deliberately so. She wondered how many clones he had watched pass his desk on their way into the building and how few had walked out again.

“Tell the detective what you told me,” Toshiyuki said.

“At 0600 hours a Tenma courier arrived with a package, marked for one of the offices in the building,” the clone said, his voice flat, disinterested. “I checked our system and located the order, so I scanned the package and let him through.”

“What was in the package?” Caprice asked.

“Hardware to replace a defective component in one of our machines.”

“It was an optical drive, obsolete tech,” Toshiyuki said. “Not something we would require, but the scan did not detect any danger. It was plausible enough to grant the courier access.”

There had been old-fashioned components at the Webb murder scene, too. “Is there security footage?” she asked.

“Unfortunately, someone compromised our security system,” the secretary said. “There is no footage of the courier.”

“And what did he take?”

The secretary looked to Toshiyuki.

“Come this way,” the senior director said, and Caprice hurried to keep up as he marched her on into the building.

She did not hesitate as they passed through the unwelcoming grey doors into a corridor that smelled of sanitizing products. The walls and ceilings were white, spotless, like in a hospital or lab. She was careful not to touch anything, and to keep her psi under tight control. She did not want to feel anything here—her own fear was enough—but strong emotions seemed to press on her from all directions. She had to concentrate to keep them out. 

Toshiyuki continued past unmarked doors to an elevator at the end of the corridor, and she moved obediently in his wake. There was no sound but the echo of their footfalls. The doors slid open and she followed him in, stepping into the carbosteel box, and stood with her body rigid as he placed his palm on a sensor on the wall. She could not let Toshiyuki see her fear; it would only amuse him.

“There is another entrance to the facility,” Toshiyuki said as they began to move. Caprice watched numbers flash on the panel. They were going up. “With tighter security,” he added. “Somehow, the Tenma knew we were bringing a particular expired clone to the facility. He waited for the hopper to arrive, stole the clone, and got away in the same hopper. That is why I do not want to report the theft to the NAPD. He must have been working for a runner, someone who could gain access to privileged information.”

“Is there any chance someone on the inside could have leaked the information?”

“That is the other reason I don’t want the NAPD involved. Such a leak would be an embarrassment for Jinteki.”

“Were there any witnesses to the theft?” she asked.

“Only clones.”

The elevator doors opened, and they stepped out onto a metal walkway. Caprice let out a breath she hadn’t known she held. Even knowing why she was here, she had feared the doors might open onto something more sinister. They were high enough now to see daylight above. The walkway led to a hopper recharge pad where two heavyset Omoi clones stood waiting, their suit jackets fluttering in the wind.

As they approached the clones, Caprice made a mental note to check the neighboring factories in case they had seccams. Otherwise, any witnesses could have been only in the condo-habs above, but the angle made that unlikely.

“Go ahead,” Toshiyuki said, putting a hand at her waist to push her forward. The physical contact prompted her to access his thoughts, an uncontrollable reaction. She saw what he intended for the Omoi once she had questioned them. The Omoi line was new, designed for security roles, but these clones could not have expired so soon. To replace them would be expensive, but Toshiyuki wanted to ensure their silence, it seemed.

The two identical faces were impassive, waiting.

“Please, tell me what happened,” Caprice asked, powerless to help them.

They proceeded to give her an emotionless account of the scene. She listened to the words but she was looking deeper, listening for unspoken thoughts, and finding none. One produced the package the Tenma had brought. It had been used as a weapon and was damaged from the impact. She held it in both hands to try to get a reading on the wielder. His hands had gripped it here, and here. She shifted her fingers into position and closed her eyes. She could feel him swinging the package, using its weight and his own momentum to knock the larger clone down. Jinteki designed Tenmas to be efficient and precise, but this one had diverged from his original design. He maintained the Tenma dedication to his work, however. His determination had left its imprint on the package, and there were remnants of his thoughts: Li11ith had not told him everything. It was an alias Caprice recognized; Netcrimes had uncovered it that morning.

“A rogue Tenma,” she said, opening her eyes again. “He knew my murder victim.”

“Go on,” Toshiyuki said, a corner of his lip curling upward. He seemed to have already known about the connection.

She walked once around the landing pad, but there was little to feel. Had the crime occurred in an enclosed space, she might have been able to take a lot more from the scene. Here, it was as though the memories of the place had blown away on the wind.

“Are you finished with the Omoi?” Toshiyuki asked her, and she wondered whether he had deliberately let her know their fate.

“For now,” she said. “I may have more questions later.”

“Report to the front desk,” Toshiyuki told them, his eyes still on her. Yes, he was intentionally torturing her. He had meant for her to know.

The Omoi left her alone with the Jinteki executive, and she was suddenly distinctly aware of the distance one could fall from the hopper recharge pad. There was no barrier; a single misstep, or an unexpected updraft, and a life would end. Any life.

“There are seccams up here too of course, but they were also tampered with,” Toshiyuki said.

“Do you know the nature of the connection between my murder and your break-in?” Caprice asked.

“Your murder victim, Elizabeth Webb, was stealing clones from Jinteki.”

“Jinteki was not involved?” she asked, thinking of the gore at the crime scene.

“No, but I believe that whoever put an end to Ms. Webb may be attempting to take over her trade. Clone trafficking is unfortunately lucrative, when they get away with it.”

“May I ask the nature of the clone the criminal acquired?”

“You may not,” Toshiyuki said. “That clone was an experiment, highly classified. I can’t provide details, and you must not seek them,” he pointed his finger at her. “I want you to locate the Tenma, find out whom he works for, and inform me. Finding him, and preventing further crimes is your top priority. The stolen clone is a secondary concern.”

“You do not want the clone recovered?” Caprice did not need to use her psi to know what that would mean.

“Just find the Tenma. Leave the rest to me.”

Light streaming over her woke Miranda. She’d woken up in strange beds before, but her PAD usually rousted her with birdsong and temple bells. She reached for it instinctively, groping under the pillow, which turned out to be a cushion, and remembered it was gone, along with her life.

“Oh no,” she whispered, not daring to move. Maybe if she went back to sleep, she’d wake back in her old life and all this would be a dream or a simsensie. She had to get a hold of Miles; he’d sort everything out. Then she’d ping Larry and they’d laugh about it, how someone had screwed up, how it was all a big misunderstanding. Overprotective clones—who’d have guessed the trouble they could cause?

Footsteps. The Tenma, now wearing a bright-red jacket over the rest of his hopperbike gear, came over and looked down at her. Close up, she could see light flickering from the lenses beside his eyes.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

“No,” she said firmly. “Honestly, without my nutritionist it’s safer not to have anything.”

“You need to have something.”

“Distilled water. And a vitamin shot, if you’ve got it.”

“All right.”

He left her alone. She sat up, looking around at the strange room. Some sort of bachelor pad, dominated by a black synthleather monstrosity of a gamer chair. The room was light and open, with windows all along one wall providing a panoramic view of the city. She could see the towers of Broadcast Square. They had come back to Rutherford, where her strange journey had begun.

The world would be wondering where she was by now. Miranda Rhapsody couldn’t stay hidden for long.

The Tenma reappeared with her water and a couple of vitatabs.

“It’ll do,” she said, downing the lot. “Now, are you going to tell me what the hell is going on, or what?”

She slipped from the couch and began her morning stretches. It must have been midday at least, but that meant nothing to her; she kept her own schedule anyway.

“Let’s get you dressed first, shall we?”

“What, are we going somewhere?” she asked, arms above her head.

“I can’t keep you here forever.”

“You’re damned right about that.”

He slipped out again while she stretched. Looking down at her hands, she wished she’d been wearing her watch or a bracelet. Then she could still connect, even without her PAD. She had to get back on the Net.

There had to be a mirror in the bathroom. With any luck, she’d be able to get a quick message out to let Miles know what was going on before the Tenma figured out what she was doing.

“Where’s the bathroom?” she called. The Tenma returned to point her in the right direction. She hurried into the chessboard-tiled room and locked the door behind her with a flick of her fingers.

She stood before the mirror and ran her fingers quickly through her hair to activate the smartstrands. They turned her bedhead into the preselected “heavenly waves” that were in style this season. Then she waved at the mirror, but nothing happened.

“Message,” she said. “Ping. Search. Shoutcast. Anything, come on!”

“Are you all right in there?” the Tenma called through the door.

“Give me some privacy!” she called back.

Either it only responded to the owner, or the Tenma had deactivated it. She washed her hands and splashed her face to wake herself up before facing the clone again.

He’d left clothes on the couch and disappeared again. The navy jumpsuit and thick-soled boots weren’t very encouraging. A thick, stiff material covered the knees and elbows, and the seat of the pants was slightly padded. This was hopperbike gear. She climbed into it, and the material constricted to fit her snugly. The collar was stiff at her throat. Retractable gloves made her wrists look bulky, and she didn’t dare check out her rear in the mirror.

The Tenma reappeared and reclined on the couch like he owned the place.

“Suits you,” he said, with that hateful smirk.

“I think it’s time you told me who owns all this,” she gestured to the room, “and when I get to meet him.”

“It’s certainly time to talk,” the Tenma agreed. “Sit down, and I’ll explain.”

Miranda sat at the opposite end of the couch and crossed her arms.

“Go on then,” she urged.

The Tenma looked at her, and she stared right back. Clones didn’t hold a gaze like that, like equals. There was definitely something wrong with this one. He had altered his appearance too since he kidnapped her: he’d spiked his hair and changed into stylish clothes that would have looked more appropriate on a human. If she hadn’t known what a Tenma looked like—the angular face, sharp eyes, and white hair—she wouldn’t have known he was a clone at all.

“So who’s after me?” she prompted.

“Jinteki.”

“That makes no sense. What would an android manufacturer want with me?”

“Jinteki…” the Tenma began, then paused. He sat forward, turned to her, still looking into her eyes, as though searching for something. “What do you remember about your parents?” he asked instead.

“My parents? What do they have to do with anything?” She put a hand to her forehead, where the dull throb of a headache was beginning.

“Please.” He waited.

“My mother was a nobody with a pretty face. My father dealt in property, made some serious money when he invested in some buildings in New Angeles, got lucky. They both died in an accident years ago. I barely knew them. They had nothing to do with Jinteki, far as I know.” She had told the same story before in interviews and for her autobiography. Her skull felt too tight, and her vision was blurring at the edges. She really didn’t want to talk about her parents.

“What about your childhood? Did you have many friends?”

She couldn’t remember, but who could remember anything when one’s head was trying to implode? She asked for painkillers and covered her eyes to try to keep the light out. She felt the sharp pressure of an injection in her upper arm, and the pain began to recede.

The Tenma sat beside her, his leg pressed against hers. She should have pushed him away, but suddenly felt too weary. She had to get away from him and his questions.

“These are defense mechanisms Jinteki programmed you with. They don’t want you thinking about your past, because you don’t really have one. You’re a clone, and now you’ve expired or they want to replace you. That’s why Jinteki’s after you, and that’s why I saved you.”

She opened her eyes and scowled at him. He still watched her, waiting for her reaction. He was defective, quite possibly insane.

“I am not a clone—I’m Miranda Rhapsody.” She reached around him and pinched the inked flesh at the back of his neck. “You’ve got a code on your neck; I don’t. You have an expiration date; I don’t. You didn’t save me; you kidnapped me, and now you’re going to let me go or I swear I’ll—”

A PAD chimed. For a moment, Miranda thought it was her own.

“We don’t have long,” the Tenma interrupted, a faraway look in his eyes. “And you need to deal with this now, before we go. Watch.”

An image of herself on Larry’s arm appeared in threedee over the smooth black coffee table in the middle of the room. It didn’t worry her at first; she saw herself on the news all the time. Then she heard what she—or someone who looked exactly like her—was saying.

“I was so surprised! I had no idea Larry would be waiting for me—it’s so exciting. I can’t wait to stay at the Hilton. I love life off-world already!”

It was her, in the same catsuit Miles had packed for her to wear in low gravity. Laramy had his arm around her, his sand-colored hair rising slightly off his head. He was smiling for the nosies, but she knew that glint in his eye. He was eager to get going.

“That’s not me! That’s an impostor! Doesn’t he know that’s not me?”

“She’s just a replacement,” the Tenma said. “And I’m guessing she has no idea she’s a clone either, any more than you did.”

“They’ve cloned me? That’s illegal! That’s…that’s…immoral, damn it!” She jumped to her feet, went to the door, and pressed her hand to the panel, only to confirm he’d locked it.

The Tenma said nothing.

“You have to let me out,” she said. “I need to talk to my people.” She turned on the Tenma, but he folded his arms, smirking. “I order you to let me out,” she said, but he just shook his head.

“I’m sorry, but it’s not safe for you to leave.”

She grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him. “I need to get out of here!” She pulled back a hand to slap him, but he grabbed her and forced her back into the seat beside him.

“How dare you touch me!”

“You’re a clone,” he said, releasing her arms. “You’re Jinteki’s attempt at the ultimate celebrity.”

She was the real Miranda Rhapsody—that impostor was the clone. This was all some sort of conspiracy, and the Tenma was in on it. She would demand his owner send him back to Jinteki for recycling.

“I need to get a new PAD, I need to get on the Net, I need to tell people!” she began to hyperventilate.

“I’m sorry, that’s not possible, not yet. You need to understand: if Jinteki finds you, they will destroy you. You’re proof that Miranda Rhapsody isn’t human, and that Jinteki is breaking all sorts of laws.”

“But I am human! You’re not listening to me.”

His mouth was a hard line, his ice-blue eyes locked on hers. It dawned on her suddenly that if this Tenma was defective, she was in real danger while alone with him. She wanted to get up, to move away, but her legs felt weak.

“She’s Miranda Rhapsody now,” he motioned to the threedee.

“I need to talk to your owner,” she begged. “Please.”

“I don’t have an owner. I’m my own man. I’m working for someone, sure, but I can’t just ping them. It doesn’t work like that. You’re in a dangerous situation, and I’m the only one who can help you. You have to trust me.”

“You’re rogue,” she spat.

The Tenma sighed.

“I need you to listen to me. You are a clone,” he insisted. “A celebrity manufactured by Jinteki. Your past is a fiction, written by NBN. Everything you know is a lie.”

Her face suddenly felt hot and wet, and she didn’t even have her PAD to warn her when her eyes were getting puffy, when she had to stop crying. How would she know when to stop?

“I’m going to give you a chance at a new life, a real life. That’s better than no life at all, Randi.”

Randi? No one had ever called her that. That wasn’t her name. She was Miranda Rhapsody. What had her parents called her? She could picture her parents, but the images were stills, the same stills she’d provided for her autobiography. She couldn’t remember what they sounded like, couldn’t remember a single conversation with them. She didn’t even care about them, and maybe that wasn’t because she was heartless. Maybe they’d never really been there for her to care about.

She had always thought she was special, different from the rest, better than the rest. Maybe this was why. She put her hands to her chest, tried to keep her breathing steady, but she was gasping for air, she was drowning. Her skin was hot, too hot, she had to get away but she was sinking further down into the couch, darkness closing in around her. The Tenma’s face was in the shrinking circle of her vision and smirking, or talking, but she couldn’t hear him for the roaring in her ears.

Hands gripped her by the shoulders, the grip too tight, but the pain was an anchor, like a safety line holding her up during a concert; she let it pull her back to the room. Then the hands pushed her head between her knees and she waited for the tingling to pass. She took deep sobbing breaths and fought the nausea.

What about the new sensie? She was supposed to be at the Hilton. Larry would figure it out. Someone would miss her. Miles would know.

Did Miles know?

“You’ll feel better in a moment,” a male voice said. It wasn’t the Tenma’s.

She tried to sit up and fell back, resting her head on the back of the couch. A man in white scrubs and sunglasses stood over her, smiling. The Tenma stood in the background, watching them.

“Is this your place?” she asked the man.

He laughed, a deep belly laugh. His tanned face looked young, but he laughed like an older man. He gestured with a syringe in his hand, the needle glinting in the light, hurting her eyes.

“Express owns this place, my dear,” he said. “He just asked me to come along and help you out before your journey to ChiLo.”

“ChiLo?” she asked. “I’m not going to some backwater. I need to get to the Root.”

“The doctor is here to help you, Randi,” the Tenma said.

No. She was Miranda Rhapsody. She had to remember that. She had to get to a mirror, to remind herself. Her head was clearing, but her stomach felt sore, like she’d been punched, a stunt gone wrong.

“Indeed I am,” the doctor said, watching her.

There was a black bag on the table where the news feed was still running. The other Miranda Rhapsody waved to the adoring crowd. It just didn’t make any sense. Jinteki didn’t make clones of people, and it would never, ever, try to pass a clone off as human. It was impossible. She sat up carefully, eyeing the needle in the doctor’s hand.

“What’s that for? What kind of doctor are you?”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” he said, dropping the syringe into the black bag. “That was merely a precaution.”

“You’re human, right?” she asked him, and the doctor laughed.

“Of course! But what is human, anyway, these days? I certainly don’t think any less of you, my dear. Many of my clients are clones.”

“I’m not a clone,” she protested, but she could hear the uncertainty in her own voice. The Tenma might have given her more than painkillers, something to make her more suggestible. They were trying to ruin her life, trying to steal it.

“Are you feeling better now, my dear? You’re still pale.”

The doctor put the back of his hand against her forehead. His skin was dry and rough.

“You just need a stiff drink,” he said. “Express?”

“On it,” the Tenma said, and left them alone.

“Now,” the doctor said, taking off his glasses. The skin around his eyes was unnaturally taut, and his eyes oddly large, beautiful big blue eyes that didn’t seem quite to fit in his face. “What are we going to do with you?”

“I need to get out of here. That clone is defective: he’s keeping me prisoner.”

“He’s trying to save your life, you know.”

Her life…but her work was her life. She couldn’t be Miranda Rhapsody if she was a clone. Clones were androids: they weren’t celebrities—they weren’t even regular people. She thought of the bioroid in that show Friendship Upgraded. He was a novelty, a joke, a prop. She would have known if she was a clone; she would have been different. She had more personality than anyone she knew, and of course, she had a soul. Didn’t she?

“Help me,” she pleaded as she took the doctor’s arm, but he just laughed again. She let go.

“Perhaps I should give you something stronger for the shock.”

“No, please don’t.” She paused, took a deep breath. “What are you here for?”

“We need to disguise you,” the Tenma said, returning with a shot of whiskey in a crystal glass. She took it from him dumbly, with no intention of drinking it. “So I can get you out of New Angeles and away from Jinteki.”

“You want to take me out of NA in disguise?” If no one saw her leave, how would anyone ever find her? “But I don’t want to leave.”

“Trust me,” the Tenma said. “This is the best way to get you safely started on your new life. With a new face, you can be whoever you want to be.”

“You want to change my face?” They were trying to convince her she wasn’t herself at all: that was the conspiracy. Someone was stealing her life, trying to make her a nobody. This wasn’t the first time someone had tried impersonating her.

She managed to stand, pretending to sip at the whiskey, moving away from the doctor.

“It won’t hurt,” the clone said. “Tell her, Doctor.”

“Young lady, I am an artist. I promise you, you will only be more glorious than you are now.”

“And it won’t hurt,” the Tenma repeated.

“Hardly at all.”

“But it’s my face,” she said, edging away. “This is me.”

“You can’t keep that face,” the Tenma said. “You can’t hide when you’re so easily recognized. Why cling to the face Jinteki gave you? Re-create yourself.” He paused. “I thought Miranda Rhapsody was known for re-creating herself for a new role.”

“Why do you keep the face Jinteki gave you?” she retorted. “You still look like any other Tenma. Why haven’t you re-created yourself? Think about that.”

“They’re not after me,” he said. “As a Tenma, people don’t give me a second look. I’m invisible; I can do what I want.”

She took another small step. Her back was to the door. Maybe the Tenma had unlocked it for the doctor; maybe she could get out.

“Please,” she pleaded, her tone softer. “Just give me some makeup. I’ll re-create myself, without help. It doesn’t need to be permanent, right? I can do that: it’s paparazzi evasion 101. I’m an expert—trust me.”

“It’ll take more than that to fool the NAPD’s facial recognition database,” the clone said, shaking his head.

“What about a mask?”

“If you’re scanned at the border, or if we’re stopped by the cops, they’ll detect the synthskin,” he said. “Besides, I’m not sure I trust you not to slip it off the moment you spot a seccam.”

The doctor was smiling as though he was amused by the whole situation.

“Damn you,” she said, tightening her grip on the glass. “This is my face and I’m not changing it. Stick a bag over my head if you have to; you’re not getting near me with those.” She nodded toward the doctor’s bag, now open. She recognized some of the instruments from her beauty treatments. Others looked more like a mechanic’s tools, and there were old-fashioned needles, the kind usually reserved for animals or clones, not for humans: not for her.

“Let me assure you, my dear, I will take great care with your face. When you reach your destination, you can easily have your visage restored if you wish.”

“Right,” the clone said. “You think those teenagers you see with animal mods, snouts or whatever, wear them into old age? Of course not. It’s just to get you out of Jinteki’s reach.” He took a step toward her. “And we only need to change you a little so you can pass without notice. This is important, Randi. The NAPD has facial recognition software monitoring people all over New Angeles. There is no way of moving through this city without getting caught on a seccam—every back alley and public space is visible if you know how to look. If Jinteki finds you, I won’t be able to protect you.”

She thought of the embarrassing footage some runner had sold to the press just a few weeks before, a shot from a hotel seccam Miles hadn’t spotted. She’d been drunk, stumbling in the hallway, her guard down. It wasn’t like her, it didn’t fit the image, and it cost a lot of credits to make it go away. There was more than privacy to consider now, if the Tenma was telling the truth, but if they took her name and face, what did she have left?

“Just let me go,” she said. “I’ll take my chances.”

The doctor rummaged for something in his bag. Another needle.

“What’s that?” she asked, but no one answered her. “You’re not even a real doctor, are you? Who are you people?”

“Is that really necessary?” the Tenma asked the doctor, ignoring her.

“Don’t you think we’ve wasted enough time?” the doctor said, approaching her. “Jinteki made her. Do you think they’d leave her open to the possibility of the truth? You don’t have time to break her conditioning, and I certainly don’t have time to pander to a self-absorbed celeb, however fetching.”

She threw the glass of whiskey at the doctor’s head but missed, the glass shattering against the far wall. She banged her fists on the door, swiped her hand vainly over the panel, shouted for help. A rough hand grabbed her right wrist, and the doctor pushed her into the door. She kicked out but barely connected, and he pressed her harder. She reached her free hand back and tried to scratch him, but she could hardly move.

“Oh come on, give me a hand here,” the doctor groaned, straining against her.

The Tenma gripped her other wrist and held her still as the needle bit into her skin above her collarbone, a piercing pain. This time the blackness came quickly, and she couldn’t fight it.


Chapter 4

Back at HQ, Caprice crossed the bullpen to her desk. She kept her eyes cast down, but remained aware of everyone in the room. Officers watched over the partitions of their own desks and unconsciously sent thoughts her way.

[…said she’s been back to Jinteki…]

[…like a spy…]

[…so creepy, just not right…]

She missed her office, but the commissioner wanted to see how she worked alongside the others, the human officers, or so she had said. Her thoughts had revealed there had been complaints about preferential treatment of a clone. It took all of Caprice’s control to shut the other officers out, to focus on what she was doing—the cases she had to solve. If Toshiyuki was right, she should be able to solve both at once.

She searched the NAPD databases for renegade Tenmas. Toshiyuki might assume the Tenma was nothing but a courier, but Caprice was open to the possibility that he had orchestrated the kidnapping himself. Given the resonance he left on that package, it felt like he had been rogue for some time. She knew she was looking for someone with enough hacking skills to create a false order for Jinteki, a Tenma who’d been living off radar for at least a year. There was only one match with any record, a “disappeared” clone called Ken Tenma, also known as “Express.” Now she just had to track him down, but Toshiyuki did not want the NAPD involved. That might limit her resources.

“What you doing, Nisei?”

She jumped at the sound of Bruce’s voice. She had been so busy keeping thoughts out that she had missed his presence entirely.

“I have a lead,” she recovered. “One I need to follow.”

“Well, let’s hear it then.” He was standing too close.

“My source wants to keep his anonymity intact; I cannot reveal more.” She could feel his suspicion radiating from him, which made her feel as though she were hiding more than she was.

“I’m your partner, Nisei; we’re supposed to work together. Do you work for the NAPD or not?”

Caprice glanced around the office. No one met her eyes, but she knew they were listening. Every officer here had pressing cases to be working on, but they seemed more interested in her conversation with Bruce Tomson.

“Come with me,” she said, “and I will explain on the way.”

Denied peace at her desk, Caprice accessed her PAD and worked silently as they walked. She went over the notes in the slim file on “Express,” the data displayed in threedee before her eyes. Bruce watched with begrudging interest as they walked to the hopper pad. She took the stairs to give herself time to work out the destination.

She could not take Toshiyuki’s word at face value. She had not felt the presence of a clone at the murder scene so she did not believe he was a witness, but the Tenma had known the murder victim, at the very least. She looked for a connection between Ken Tenma and Elizabeth Webb. For a clone who had been rogue for so long, there was little information on him. He had been suspect in a crime once before, but never apprehended. The writer of the report, Detective Louis Blaine, did mention one thing: he had a compulsion to employ clones of his own genotype. Blaine had visited several addresses that matched the profile but had reported no success. The NAPD had arrested someone else for the crime, and with that case closed, the file on the Tenma had gone to archives.

This had to be the Tenma she was looking for, even if she could not find any evidence to connect him to Webb. She would know if she met him; if she could find him, she would recognize his thoughts. But she needed to find an address frequented by Tenma-handled deliveries. 

At first she felt Bruce’s eyes scrutinizing her, but as she searched through possible locations, she lost herself in the task. She could read information faster than any human could, and there was no way her partner could keep up. Of all the possibilities, one stood out. The deliveries were infrequent, but the address was unregistered, and when the delivery service flagged the anomaly, the query immediately routed to an unmonitored account. No one ever looked into the matter further, payment was processed, and the deliveries were made. The source of the payments varied, and the address appeared irregularly but consistently for a number of months.

“We are heading south,” she announced as they reached the hopper. If the clone had been involved in the murder, her partner had a right to be there too. And she was not informing him about the Jinteki connection, was not defying Toshiyuki directly. “An address in Rutherford District. Possible accessory to murder.”

“Well, this should be a laugh,” was Bruce’s flippant contribution as he climbed into the driver’s seat. There was something else underneath, however; the words were a decoy to prevent her from detecting his admiration. Her work impressed him, and he trusted her lead. She could not resist looking a little further.

[…some of us work best alone…]

He saw them as kindred spirits, then. That came as a surprise. He had never been anything but hostile, but perhaps that too concealed something else. Humans were complicated.

Caprice gave the autopilot the address and considered what she could tell her partner. He certainly cared about his work and responsibilities. He wore his badge with pride. She could trust him to be loyal to the NAPD, if not to her.

“I have reason to believe a renegade clone may have been involved in the murder,” she said.

Bruce twisted in his seat to look at her straight on, his eyes solemn and less aggressive than usual.

“You’re not serious…” he hoped. “That’s big trouble if it’s true.”

[…betraying her own kind…]

He did not understand her at all.

“The victim was low-profile; I do not anticipate big trouble,” Caprice said. “More likely, the clone was not party to the crime itself, but he may be able to provide valuable information.”

“So it could still be gang related.”

“Possibly.”

Bruce grunted, and sat back, gazing out of the window at the row of hoppers rising away from them.

[…not like the others…]

“What kind of clone are we expecting?” he asked. “Do we need backup?”

“A Tenma.”

Bruce flexed his arms in an odd, apelike gesture, to demonstrate his muscular physique.

“No backup required,” he said, grinning.

He expected her to laugh, Caprice sensed, but she had no idea why. Perhaps he was trying to form an interpersonal bond. She had professional relationships, and then there was Daniel, who cared for her as an equal. The sort of relationships that came between the two were still something of a mystery to her, however.

[…or maybe she is…]

Bruce returned his eyes to the view of the skylanes. She began to collate information to transfer to her partner’s PAD, being as selective as she could. If she was bringing him along, she had best ensure he was prepared. She had no choice but to do the work Toshiyuki gave her, but her loyalty was to the NAPD.

Then she thought of her sisters in their vats and felt a swell of fierce, protective love. No loyalty could ever rival that.

Randi lay strapped to the table, drowsy from the hypnotic agent the doctor had administered. It had taken mere seconds to subdue her, and the doctor had said it would give them at least an hour of peace. Express counted the minutes silently, in the back of his mind. Randi’s mouth hung open and her eyes stared vacantly at the ceiling.

Express had never been such trouble to anyone, even freshly liberated, but then he had always known who—and what—he was. He had survived those first days alone before a chance encounter with Li11ith had given him his first job, cemented his purpose. He had been lucky, and determined to survive. Randi seemed to be neither. He needed her to want that new life, but he had no idea how to persuade her.

He had renamed her, though, as Li11ith had renamed him. Names were important, the first step to creating an identity.

The doctor took a syringe from his bag.

“It doesn’t take much to change a face,” he said, sliding the needle into the soft skin by Randi’s right eye. A thin trickle of blood ran down her cheek. “Usually, the client isn’t in such a hurry, and the shot gets more time to work. In your case, I’m taking a few shortcuts.”

“Such as?”

Express’s PAD chirped again. He checked it absently, expecting a message from a contact or potential client. He did not expect the notification that two humanoids had entered the building from above and were descending—in the direction of his condo-hab.

“Problem?” the doctor asked, glancing up from his work.

“We might have less time than we thought,” Express said, working with his PAD in virt to slow the cops down. He had rigged the elevator for such an occasion and stopped it now with them inside, still twenty-two floors up, but it wouldn’t be long before they figured out how to override him with the manual controls. “I need her awake in two minutes.”

“Two minutes?” The doctor started throwing his equipment back into the bag. “If you’ve trouble coming, I’m not waiting for it. You can wake her yourself. Cold water and a slap to the face should do it.”

“But her face—you haven’t finished!” Express complained, slipping his console into a bag and fetching his jacket. He’d made plenty of acquisitions, but a few he couldn’t leave behind.

“Next time, get the place secure before you call me. And don’t forget to transfer the rest of my fee if you ever hope to use my services again. Good day.”

The doctor left the door open as he fled. He also left his worktable behind in his hurry, and Express set to work releasing Randi from the straps. Her head lolled as he lifted her, and she murmured something but he didn’t have the time to work out what. The cops had already exited the elevator and were on the move again. Fifteen floors to go. Fourteen. He watched the feed from the security cameras out of the corner of his eye. He had to get to his Qianju, though it would be difficult to transport Randi while she was deadweight. He dumped her back on the couch and went to raid his stash of meds, stims, and narcotics. He threw some in his bag, and selected a stimpatch to keep Randi with him on the ride. She had to be able to hold on; that was all. The rest would be up to him.

He slapped the patch on the side of her neck and half carried, half dragged her from the condo-hab. He locked it behind him, making sure his security would keep it closed as long as possible. Let the cops take their time breaking through that and give him a head start. He helped her down the stairs, but their footsteps echoed and he feared the cops would hear them. If they could leave unseen, they had a chance.

He sat her on the bike and held her there, putting her hands on the sides of the seat in front and telling her repeatedly to hold on until finally her hands gripped. He put his arms around her to reach the handlebars and let her head rest on his upper arm. It wouldn’t be an easy ride, but they could do this. If the cops didn’t see them go, they might just avoid disaster.

“Stop! NAPD!”

The cops had split up; a woman in a long black coat looked down at them from the fire escape. Not a uniformed officer: a detective maybe. Express started the engine as the cop raised her weapon.

He blasted under the building and through the old, unused parking lots, gaining speed. Debris littered the ground, but the Qianju sailed over it all, sending the trash spinning. They shot out into the open and climbed to reach daylight. The sky was clear, sunlight cutting through the smog. He rode the updraft of the Omnicorp Arcology and joined a skylane, trying to lose himself in the traffic.

He glanced back when the siren began to wail. The windscreen of an unmarked black hopper a few vehicles back flashed NAPD blue. Every camdrone would be tracking him now, all cops alerted to a rogue Tenma, and Jinteki too, most likely. This sort of attention could get him killed, never mind what would happen to Randi.

Around the NAPD hopper, autopilots took control of nearby vehicles and moved them out of its way, but Express knew these lanes so well he rode them in his sleep. Ensuring Randi was as secure as possible between his arms, he twisted so the bike swung with his momentum, and he was off between the lanes and weaving through the traffic like one of his icebreakers working its way through a server’s defenses.

He looked back. The cops behind him must have been desperate, the way they plowed through civilian traffic to keep up, barely giving vehicles time to move out of their way. The Qianju’s maneuverability was usually its greatest strength, but Randi’s weight shifted with every turn, and even Express, who could factor in variables with little effort, struggled to keep his lead. If the cops got close enough, they might even be able to take control of his vehicle. He could fend off any efforts they made to access his flight control through the autopilot—any streetbanger could do that—but if they got close enough to attach a grapple to his bike it’d be as good as theirs. Of course, they might just shoot him, if they got in range. He was only a clone, after all.

There was one sure way to shake them, though Express had never tried it before, and certainly not with a drugged-up celeb on board. It might wreck his bike, but frag it, he’d lost his home today, the cops had found him, and his plan was falling apart, so he might as well risk it all. The Qianju lurched forward and took them down, straight down, diving toward the boarded-up entrance of an old freight tunnel. As though anticipating the impact, Randi curled into him, bringing her head down behind the handlebars. Express gritted his teeth as they crashed through, boards splintering, and they bumped their way down the cluttered ramp into the darkness.

The smell of burning plascrete made his eyes water. Any squatters had run the moment his bike burst its way in. The cops could not follow them in here with their larger vehicle. Shame he couldn’t use the tunnel to get out of the city, but Mayor Wells had ordered most of the tunnels filled in, to prevent smuggling. Express knew where each began and ended, knew how far they could take him.

Wherever they emerged, the NAPD would be watching for them. They had to make a break for it, get out of the city. What he needed now was some way to recharge his bike’s fuel cells before they completely ran out. There were no recharging pads down here, and the power cells only had so much held in reserve.

The hoverfoils echoed in the tunnel and made the space sound enormous, but Express knew they were already nearing the exit. Randi squirmed, the drugs wearing off. Express tried to keep her from sliding out of the seat and falling to the ground, all while holding the bike straight so they didn’t veer into the side of the tunnel.

“Hold on!” Express demanded, and he hauled the front of the bike up as they neared the stairs and rose over them, the engine emitting a high-pitched squeal as he aimed for another blockaded entrance. He watched their speed on his lenses and counted the seconds to impact, listened to the straining engine. He twisted the throttle and pushed his Qianju harder, the engine grew louder, and Randi found her voice and screamed.

“What are you doing?” Randi tried to throw herself from the bike, and this time he let her go. He pushed himself forward in the seat, squeezing the last of the power from his ride to break through, then released his grip, kicked out and back, let the bike tear away. He let his body go limp. Jinteki had not designed his body to survive an impact. Tenmas shouldn’t crash.

Express could see every detail of the boards—the grain on the faux wood, rust on the protruding nails—as the headlight smashed and carbosteel bent and peeled with a metallic scream. Particleboard crunched and splintered as metal and plas twisted together. In the split second between separating from his bike and hitting the ground, he wondered if his flesh would do the same.


Chapter 5

“It’s all right; I’ve got you,” she heard someone say as arms wrapped around her and lifted her up from the ground. She felt the world tilt. She couldn’t feel much else, but was aware of the warmth of a body against hers, and her booted feet hanging loose and heavy.

The world was dark with flashes of pain and neon lights, and voices that were whispers one moment and shouts the next. She opened and closed her eyes but it made no difference. Perhaps she wasn’t seeing the world through her eyes at all. Maybe there really was nothing left of her; maybe the doctor had peeled it all away.

What was left? Clones weren’t people; they weren’t even animals. They were nothing: tools to be used and discarded, living dolls. It seemed a lifetime ago that she’d been dancing on the top of the NBN starscraper, queen of the universe. Now here she was, her body broken, her face altered, her name taken by someone else, her humanity stripped away. Even her memories weren’t hers anymore. She didn’t know how long she’d been alive; she didn’t know what was real. How much of what she thought she knew was a lie?

“Hold on,” she heard a familiar voice speak softly by her ear. He was breathing hard, and his breath was hot on her skin. It left her with a prickly sensation, like a burn, even though her limbs had gone numb and she couldn’t even feel her feet anymore. “We’re nearly there.”

She couldn’t ask him where. She wanted a hospital, but they wouldn’t treat a clone. Clones were recycled, to make more clones. That was what Jinteki wanted to do to her. The Tenma had been right. She had to get away. She couldn’t end up like that.

“I’m going to put you down now, just for a minute.”

The world was coming back into focus around her. She could make out stained walls, the bulk of trucks, hoppers, piles of crates looming in the shadows, empty cages. A holo-ad for a bar lit up the side of the building before her, shot glasses dancing around in a hypnotic sequence.

She couldn’t see anyone nearby, and the thought that she might have been abandoned with the trash made her suddenly frantic. She tried to move and found she could raise her arms, but her control was off, like they belonged to someone else. She moved her tongue around inside her dry mouth, tried to call to that Tenma clone. What had the doctor called him?

“Express?” Her voice was weak, but he appeared, stepping down from the cab of a groundtruck under the floating shot glasses.

“Are you all right? Can you move?” He took her hands in his and she used them to pull herself to her feet. The world moved and settled back into place.

“I thought I was dead,” she breathed. “Did we crash? Or did I dream it?”

“We did, but we got lucky. What you’re feeling now are the drugs, but they’ll wear off soon. That was quite a cocktail the doc gave you. Come on, I’ve disabled the security; you can get in the back while I finish working on it.”

“Working on what?”

“The truck. Getting it started isn’t a problem. Accessing the transport log and reassigning the delivery job to an alias so the cargo won’t be marked as stolen: that’s the trick.”

He took her to the back of the truck, where the door to the cargo container hung open, making a ramp. It was full of overflowing boxes stacked haphazardly. Fingers protruded at unnatural angles, cut wires trailed, faces stared blankly. Bioroid parts. Sticky lumps of synthskin remained in some places. Fake flesh, but it looked too real.

“It’s just until we get out of NA,” Express reassured her. “The doctor didn’t have time to change your face, so we’re going for the smuggling option.”

“My face? It’s the same?”

He nodded, but he didn’t meet her eyes.

“I need a mirror,” she said.

“Later.”

She let him help her inside, where she crawled into a gap between boxes. She put her fingers to her cheeks, but her fingertips were numb; it felt like someone else was touching her. She let her hands fall to her lap.

“I don’t want to be found like this,” she said.

“No one will look for you in here. The cops will be checking the skylanes; we’ll just drive on by, unnoticed. As soon as it’s safe, you can come in the cab.”

She opened her mouth to speak but he swung the door up into place, and the metal clanged loudly. She waited for her eyes to adjust, but the trailer was well sealed and let in no light at all. She pressed her hands to the cold metal of the boxes on either side of her as sensation returned, and took three deliberate deep breaths. At least she wasn’t scared of the dark.

Rutherford District was far behind them by the time Express deemed it safe to let Randi ride in the cab. The road cut through an unlit forest where there was no other traffic, no seccams monitored the area, and the branches stretching above meant he didn’t even have to worry about satellites. He pulled up at the side of the old road, the camber of the road tilting the truck tree-ward, and stopped. He sat in the dark, listening to the calls and whistles of the forest.

He could leave her in the back of the groundtruck and drive on to the border. It would be easier, probably safer. He didn’t know how she would react when he let her out. She would have recovered from the drugs, and he would have to watch her carefully. She might try something stupid, contact the local police or hitch a ride with someone else when his back was turned.

She was unpredictable.

But if he didn’t let her out as promised, she would cause trouble at the handover. A misstep near the border could be more dangerous than out on the ecological preserve. He dropped silently from the cab to the road, listening for any odd sounds among the calls of the wildlife, which all sounded strange to him anyway. He could just make out the faint whine of hoppers on a skylane a klick above the forest, a more familiar sound.

Metal grated as he slid the bar across, and he paused before opening the cargo compartment. They would be traveling for hours together in the cab if he let her out, but perhaps she would be less trouble after this concession. A rumble in the sky above warned him of impending rain, and he pulled the door open, lowering it to the ground.

“Randi?”

He peered in among the boxes, but only the silver orbs of bioroid eyes shone at him from the interior. Was she unconscious in a box somewhere? He stepped onto the ramp and she dropped on him from above, her weight forcing him onto his back and jolting the shoulder he’d injured when he fell from his Qianju.

He caught himself on the uneven ground, and grabbed her ankle as she tried to run, sending her sprawling on the road. She pulled, wrenching his shoulder, and with a curse he let go. She wouldn’t get far, after being confined so long. He could catch one desperate, damaged clone.

She ran for the cab.

Express rolled to his feet but she was already inside, sliding the manual locks into place.

“Randi!” He banged on the transplas as the rain broke through the trees, soaking him. It was hard on his shoulder, like prodding fingers.

She screamed inside the cab, trying to get the panels to respond, but he couldn’t hear her over the rain. He winced as she banged her palms on the windscreen and the whole cab bounced from the force of it.

If he didn’t break the damned door to get in, she was going to wreck the truck from the inside. He didn’t want to have to drag her through the jungle in the rain. He ran back round to the cargo compartment and rummaged through the boxes for something useful, throwing pieces to the floor. Finding what he needed, he lifted the ramp and slammed it back into place.

Randi was no longer wrecking the cab; her head was in her hands and her shoulders shaking. He forced a bioroid arm’s blunted cutter attachment into the doorjamb and threw all his weight against it, bending the metal and pulling the lock out of position. He threw the bioroid arm into the cab and climbed in after it.

“Get out!” Randi shrieked, her face a mask of mud and tears, eyes red. She looked fierce, demonic.

He grabbed her wrists and forced them together, winding tubing around them. The cutter wasn’t the only tool he’d found. She struggled, but he pulled the tubing tighter, and soon a thick knot of bioplas hid her wrists.

She went quiet, staring at her bonds. He quickly gave himself a shot of the painkiller he’d brought to use on Randi. She shrank away at the sight of the syringe, but he ignored her.

As the sun sank in the sky, its rays glinted off the metal walls of the vast factories and agroplexes that seemed to enclose them again. Miranda tried shutting her eyes against the light, but they still hurt. So she stared ahead, let her vision go fuzzy. The highway had changed from rough concrete to broken concrete to a strip of rubble, given what the ride felt like. So different from hopper travel, so much harder.

The road was empty. Tourists, locals, even delivery drivers would be riding the skylanes above. She should have escaped back in the city. Out here, where would she go?

“We have to go back,” she insisted.

The Tenma ignored her. He hadn’t spoken to her since he’d tied her up. And with what? She dreaded to think where her bonds had come from. The tubes were stained blue in places, in others a creamy substance coated the inside. When she moved her wrists, cracks appeared in it.

“Please,” she begged, swallowing her pride. “I can’t just let some new clone take over my life. You can help me get to her, take her to live a new life instead, let me get mine back.”

“You’d die trying.” At least he said something. It was a start.

“Not if you help me.”

“And why should I do that?” he asked, refusing to look at her, keeping his eyes on the empty road.

She wanted to say, “because I’m Miranda Rhapsody,” but she knew how he’d react to that. She wished she hadn’t knocked him down, made him angry. She should have been trying to get him on her side, which was how she usually worked. Sitting there in the dark, she had become so desperate, she’d been thinking like a character in one of her sensies. Thinking she could do impossible things, like liberate herself and survive against all odds.

She needed the help of this clone, for now.

“I’m sorry,” she began. “Back there, in that wilderness, I was just afraid.”

“Ecopreserve,” he said.

“What?”

“It’s not a wilderness. It’s a carefully regulated ecological preserve, designed to maintain the environments of indigenous flora and fauna. Technically it’s still New Angeles, but no cams.”

He didn’t sound angry; his voice was calm, neutral. Did Tenmas even have emotions? She wasn’t sure. It had never occurred to her to find out.

“Oh,” she said. “I see, so you let me out before we left NA. Thank you.”

He glanced at her before turning his eyes back to the road.

“Are you hurt?” she asked.

“No. Are you?”

“I don’t know. My face aches.”

“If that’s the worst of it, then you’re fine,” he said. She tried to take them as words of comfort, but she needed to see her face herself to know.

“Jinteki was really going to kill me?” she asked.

“They’d call it ‘recycling,’ but yeah.”

“And you save clones. You’re some kind of hero, right?”

This time when he glanced at her, his eyes were dark under his frown, his lips a tight white line.

“I make two million credits by delivering you,” he said, “and I’ve earned it twice already.”

“You’re doing this for money?” She paused. It was a very human motivation. “Who’s paying you?”

Express said nothing, and she waited as patiently as she could. If someone was “helping” her, she wanted to know who, and why.

“I don’t know who’s behind it,” he said at last. “Some self-righteous ristie, I guess. I have a contact —well, I had. She arranged these jobs, and now she’s gone. So you might be the last clone I deliver.”

“I never met anyone who’d pay that kind of money to help a clone,” Miranda said, but Express ignored her. That changed things; she’d have to rethink her plan.

The Tenma was hard to read—he wasn’t quite a clone, and yet he wasn’t quite a person. He probably wasn’t going to help her out of the kindness of his heart, but he had saved her life. Was she really like him? She shrugged the thought aside; she had to focus on getting away. She could ask deep questions later.

She began working her boots off, each foot using the other as leverage, squirming in the seat. She couldn’t get the clasps to open without her hands, and she tried lifting her knees up to her chin, to reach despite the bonds.

“What are you doing?” Express asked. “Stop it.”

She put her feet back on the floor. “I was just trying to get my boots off,” she explained. “My feet are sore, and I’m tired. I thought I might try to sleep.” She sighed. “Is that okay?”

“Sure, that’s fine,” he said, reaching over to undo the clasps. Air hissed as the boots expanded to release her.

She put her bare feet up on the dashboard, nudging aside the figurines some driver had collected from McKing’s meals. Her feet were a patchwork of bruises, but the scarlet lacquer on her nails was intact, wasn’t even chipped. Who said it wasn’t worth paying more for a good pedicure?

“I’m so tired,” she said. “Could we rest somewhere? Stop somewhere I could get cleaned up, maybe?”

“We’ll press on to the border,” he said. “Cops won’t follow us where we’re going.”

“And then what?” she asked.

“I hand you over to a contact.” Maybe his “contact” would be easier to reason with.

“Are we near the border yet?”

“It’s not too far,” he said.

She would have one last try with Express. The farther Miranda got from NA, the harder it was to believe she’d make it back again.

“We’re going to have to make a stop,” he said.

She sat forward, eyes wide, startled. Maybe she had been falling asleep at last. At least she’d been quiet for a while.

“A motel?” she asked.

“Somewhere you can rest, long enough for us to change vehicles anyway.” He couldn’t take the truck all the way to the rendezvous: it was too big, and slow besides. He’d just have to keep a close eye on her. If she was smart, she’d stay close to him in a place like that anyway.

It was an old roadside place that had been busy and thriving a few generations ago. Now, the owner couldn’t afford to keep the holos running, and had painted the name across the door in neon yellow: Last Stop Motel. Even that was fading now.

“What is this place?” Miranda asked as they pulled off the road and parked in front of the entrance.

“Somewhere they don’t ask questions,” Express answered.

The large curved building stood in the center of a cracked concrete expanse where carbosteel girders had once supported the bulk of an automated parking-garage tower with a hopper pad at the top. The tower had been ripped away and sold for scrap once the traffic had all but disappeared. Hoppers didn’t need to come this way—the only traffic now was criminal, or truckers carrying loads so worthless the traders wouldn’t pay to get the stuff off the ground.

Groundcars and bikes lay strewn across the concrete like debris after an explosion. Some looked like they’d been there a while, weeds growing up around their wheels. A truck similar to theirs sat abandoned just off the road, its cargo doors yawning open. Someone had stripped the cab of electronics and useful materials. It wasn’t going to be moving again any time soon.

Express made no effort to conceal her bonds before he pushed her through the creaky door into the bar, but he did pull her hair forward to hide much of her face. The seccams were no problem—he could manipulate a closed circuit easily—but he didn’t want any patrons to recognize Miranda Rhapsody.

A warning flashed on his lenses, indicating the premises had overcharged him for entry, but he let it slide. He’d been through this place before but wasn’t counting on any favors. It was dark inside, the only light coming from the empty shelves behind the bar.

At cursory glance, the human server looked like an Eve bioroid, blond and busty, but overdue for some cosmetic resurfacing.

“I want a room,” Express said, sliding a credstick over the bar. The sever glanced at Randi and sneered.

“Any special requests?”

“No,” Express said.

She waved her hand over the stick, some implant taking payment, and pushed it back.

“Room four is unlocked, this level. Any damages are coming off that stick.”

She turned, leaning on the bar as she pointed them on their way. They had to pass the only drinkers she had in the place, two wrinkled, greying men who looked like they were still getting over the shock of the main skylane’s having stolen their business.

One looked up as Express hurried Randi past, and he caught the Tenma’s arm.

“Hey, this looks mixed up,” he said. “Are you a clone?”

“Not me,” Express said, glad his collar hid the code. “Just naturally good looking.” Posing as a human was illegal, but he’d practiced the line enough times to be convincing.

Express pulled his arm away and the man let him go with a snort. He looked too drunk to fight anyway. The encounter seemed to make Randi jumpy, though, and she pressed herself against Express as they walked past the VR booths, as though one of the skinny guys in there might somehow be aware of them despite the headsets. They were chunky, old-fashioned headsets, the sort that most establishments had replaced with sensedep tanks long ago. They made the wasted bodies beneath appear even more shrunken and pathetic. Black-gloved hands waved feebly in the air.

Randi took a deep breath once the door slid back into place behind them. The corridor was empty.

“I used to like being recognized,” she murmured. “Now it just scares me.”

“Even if they recognized you,” Express said, “they don’t know what you are. They wouldn’t hurt you.” The clone line that took their jobs, though… Express was another story.

He wasn’t sure why he reassured her, especially since he didn’t know if it was true. He had no idea what those humans would do if they thought they had a celeb in their midst. Probably ask questions he couldn’t answer. He didn’t want to find out.

The corridor was long and dark, and smelled faintly of smoke. Concrete was visible in a strip along the floor where the black tiles had worn through.

Express let Randi into the room and put himself between her and the door as he set the lock.

“Can I have these off now?” Randi asked, holding up her hands. “I promise to be good.”

“Sit on the bed,” Express instructed, and she perched carefully on the edge. He unwound the tubing, which left red grooves in her skin as it came away. She tossed her hair back from her face and sat rubbing her wrists.

“This is the only way,” he tried reasoning with her again. “You have to go to ChiLo. It’s the only way you can have a life, now.”

She said nothing. Express wasn’t sure what her silence meant. It worried him more than her constant questioning. He made a quick circuit of the room, peered into the bathroom, and judged the place secure enough.

“We’re practically off-grid here,” Express reassured her. “I can’t even access the Net from inside the room. You’ll be safe.”

Still Randi said nothing. She seemed focused on pulling off her boots, her face lowered.

“I’m going to dispose of the truck,” he said. “So get some rest. We won’t be staying long.”

He left her lying on the bed as she stared at the mirrored ceiling.

She didn’t know the person staring back at her. Her face was dirty with grease, her hair a tangled mess. A streak of dried blood ran down one cheek. Her eyes were large and white and staring. The jumpsuit she wore was ripped, a flap hanging open at one thigh, clean only in a few small patches where the material remained undamaged.

She sat up and tugged at her clothes, pulling them apart where they were already torn, throwing strips of blue material to the floor. The pads from the joints she threw at the far wall, where they made a dull thump as they hit. Soon she was naked on the bed and could see her skin, pale and bruised. She looked up at the ceiling and screamed at herself, a fierce scream, a roar, which echoed in the enclosed space. Her heart was thumping in her ears when the sound died. Out of breath, she climbed from the bed and staggered across the room to clean herself up in a space so small it felt like a cupboard. The door slid closed with a hiss, and she was in a white box, light assaulting her from all sides.

Washed and dried, she returned to the bed and lay looking up at the mirror again. Another stranger, but one she could live with. Her face was not the same; Express had lied about that. She had never had such haunted eyes, even when she played the jack-head in that arty sensie, Virtual Light.

She had to come up with a role she could play to get out of this. Express had shown no pity, so the on-the-run look was out. Time to work with what she had.

By the time Express had arranged for someone to deliver his truck of bioroid parts back to NA for an extortionate fee, Randi could have caused several brands of trouble, he knew. He still had to arrange for their next ride, but decided to check on her first, just in case. She might be asleep, or she might be causing damage he’d have to pay for, or she could have fastened a noose using the tubing he’d left in the room. For herself, or for him—he wasn’t sure which was more likely.

He slipped quietly into the room, but she was awake.

“I’m going to need some new clothes,” she whined, propping herself up in the bed. The sheet slid down a little. Express glanced down to the tattered garment on the floor.

“That shouldn’t be a problem,” he said. He turned to go.

“W-wait,” she stammered.

He stopped. 

“Can I ask you a personal question?”

“You can ask,” he said, his hand on the door.

“Well, clones can’t reproduce, right? So, how does that work? I mean, maybe I’m different?”

He shook his head. He didn’t have time for this.

“I suspect you’re sterile, same as the rest of us,” he said.

He heard her rise behind him, the soft whisper of the sheet sliding down.

“And do the rest of you feel human desire the way I do?” she teased, taking a step. She slipped her arms around him from behind, her body pressed against his.

He caught her wrists. “I’m not taking you back to NA, no matter what you do,” he warned, opening the door. He expected her to retreat under the covers to save her modesty, but she moved into his way, blocking the hallway. He told himself he needed the creds, needed to finish the job.

“Well, I guess that answers my question,” she snipped, fists on her hips. “Either you’re getting enough that you can afford to turn down Miranda Rhapsody, voted NA’s Hottest Woman of the Year three years running, or you’re a damned eunuch. I’d bet my credits on the latter.” Her face was flushed with fury, her eyes bright.

“I should be with Larry right now,” she went on. “Or learning some moves from a zero-G sports star with all the latest muscle mods. Instead, I’m stuck in some throwback motel room, prisoner of a delivery clone with delusions of grandeur!” 

He kept his face still. 

“You’re just like the rest of the Tenmas, still delivering packages! You can’t think beyond the job. You just want to get me to the border and earn your credits, because of your programming. 

“Well, start thinking beyond the job,” she said, staring into his eyes and leaning her arm against the wall. “If you help me get my life back, I’ll pay you double what you’re being paid to take me to the border.” She smiled, her lips pink and glossy. “Whoever hired you, they didn’t know me. They didn’t know how this would kill me. If you really want to save me, you’ll help me.”

He put his hands on her bare shoulders and pushed her gently back onto the bed.

“Get some sleep, Randi,” he said and walked out of the room, locking the door behind him.


Chapter 6

Express checked the news feeds as he walked and played the shoutcasts so low they were whispers in his ear. He had to keep the information coming to keep from thinking about Randi standing there in nothing but the body Jinteki made for her, demanding his help.

At least the clip of Randi outside the recycling station was old news now, replaced by a new rumor: Miranda Rhapsody was selling her DNA to Jinteki. The megacorp and the celeb both denied it, of course. She had been up to enough mischief on Luna to create her own news while she was “training hard to acquire a sportswoman’s physique.” A new, tougher Miranda Rhapsody for her new sensie. He wondered how else she differed from the previous version.

Express walked quickly across the lot illuminated by flickering streetlamps to the line of trees that marked the beginning of the ecopreserve. Past the trees, in the darkness, there were no seccams to watch him. Dawn would come in a few hours; they should be moving on. He stood in the shadow of a tree, leaning against the trunk as he fished a cig from his bag and took a long drag. It lit on cue.

Using his PAD he pulled up the specs of the vehicles outside the motel, mods included, and spun the holos around, looking for one fit to drive. He would have preferred one of the bikes, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to share it with Randi. The thought of her clinging to him again…

She was trying to shift the power, trying to take control. He couldn’t let that happen. It shouldn’t have been a problem, but there was a part of him that wanted her to win. Jinteki had designed him to serve another, not to be the one in charge. He had to fight it. He collapsed the holos with a downward gesture and concentrated on his vapor.

Even from this remote place, he could see large ads glowing in the sky like warped clouds, boasting of the facilities of the nearest town. They offered nightclubs, VR booths, skin grafts, and mods. Anyone could look like a celeb for enough credits. No wonder Jinteki had to create Miranda. NBN needed someone special to stand out, someone beyond perfect.

He had to stop thinking about her. She was just a job. He was good at focusing on the job; it was part of his design. He flicked away the butt of his cig. He’d buy clothes from the woman behind the bar, and no doubt she’d bleed him dry for them. He was going to make a name for himself here, throwing his creds around like that.

A black hopper drove in off the road, almost invisible in the night. It was unmarked but so out of place, he half expected the other motel guests to flee the scene as it arrived. NAPD hoppers doubled as groundcars; everyone knew that.

He watched via the motel seccam feed as a plainclothes woman and man stepped out of the vehicle. They looked around, not like tourists taking in the view, but like cops in unfamiliar territory. The man headed for the empty truck, and the female cop approached the motel. As the seccam caught the profile of her face and her long black hair, he recognized her as the detective from outside his condo-hab. He had to get Randi out.

The woman wouldn’t find the right room immediately, so Express focused his attention on the man who was using his PAD as a flashlight, checking the interior of the trailer. The cop glanced behind himself and climbed inside.

Express hurried closer, keeping the truck between himself and the other cop, who was still in view, her back turned as she reached the motel entrance. He would follow her in, passing her as she questioned the owner to get to Randi first. He moved silently, keeping his distance.

The cop stopped at the doors and turned around. There was no way she could have heard him, but there was no surprise on her face.

“Ken Tenma,” she called out, and at her voice her partner appeared, gun drawn. Express bolted and headed for the trees, hoping to lead them both away.

“NAPD, freeze!” the man called after him.

Express darted between vehicles, missing the city. There was too much open space here and too few places to hide in. He led the man into the trees; he would double back for Randi later after losing the cop or incapacitating him. Express was faster and lighter; the cop’s feet thudded against the cracked concrete. The cop must have known he’d never catch up, and he fired. The weapon was quiet, its projectiles hissing through the air, forcing Express to weave to avoid them, making him lose ground to his pursuer.

He had nearly reached the trees, but a shot caught his good shoulder as he dove for cover. It only scraped his flesh, but the impact knocked him to the side and his head connected with a tree trunk. He shook his head, dazed, and stumbled back up. His lenses shifted to afford him night vision, and he hoped the cop had no such mod. The ground felt rough and uneven beneath his feet, slowing his pace, and the second set of footfalls grew louder still.

Express barked at his PAD with a voice command, putting his hands over his ears. “Sonic, short range!”

Somewhere behind him, the cop’s PAD let out a shrill screech at ear-bleeding decibels. Express released his ears and ran on in an arc to disappear into the darkness. The road was ahead, and he would double back. The screech ceased, but the echo was odd, as though the sound had come from two directions. It could be the female officer running after him as well.

He stopped to listen. Nothing. If the cop hadn’t disconnected his earpiece in time, he would be unconscious. Express crept slowly forward, heading back to the motel again.

“Stop or I’ll shoot.”

Express tensed, ready to run, but the deep voice had come from close behind him, and his back was an easy target. The cop knew he was a clone, and there was nothing to stop him from killing Express.

“Put your hands where I can see them, and turn around.”

Express obeyed, turning slowly. He came face to face with the cop, the man’s stubbled face red from exertion, blood drying below his ears. At least he hadn’t been easy prey.

“Out of your jurisdiction, isn’t it?” Express asked.

“I’m confiscating you,” the cop said; arrests were for people. “I want to question you for a murder investigation, so I want you alive, but any more trouble and I’ll make you hurt. Bad. So for starters, give me that PAD.”

Express handed it over and stood motionless with his hands back over his head while the officer patted him down with his free hand. A murder investigation—so they weren’t here for Randi. He should have known that Jinteki wouldn’t send mere cops after her.

“Who’s been murdered?” It had to be Li11ith.

“Just walk. Slowly.” The cop motioned with his gun, and they stepped back onto the concrete and into the light.

Li11ith had always been careful, but there must have been something connecting them or someone who’d seen them together. The only thing he knew for sure was that nothing about the current job was on the Net, because he’d taken care of that himself.

“I got him,” the cop said, transmitting to his partner. Even with his superior hearing, the reply was too quiet for Express to understand. The back gull-wing door of the NAPD hopper rose as they approached, and the cop pushed him in.

“Sit tight, clone,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

She recognized the woman’s face from news feeds and advertisements, the perfectly symmetrical features and almond eyes, now closed. Her cosmetics, the style of her clothes, the color of her hair and skin all varied wildly, but even for Caprice, whom ads never targeted directly, the face was familiar. Miranda Rhapsody. She lay on her side, her bare arms stretching out over the thin sheet that covered her body. Her lilac eyelids shimmered brightly despite the dim light, her trademark heart beauty mark the same soft hue.

[…what’s he waiting for?]

The actress feigned sleep, breathing deeply, remaining still. Her thoughts ran in a fast stream through her head. She had arrived with Ken Tenma—his face was clear in the forefront of the woman’s mind—but it made no sense. There were laws against cloning real people—Miranda could not be the clone the Tenma had stolen.

[…why’s he staring? Does he want me after all?]

There were bruises above her cheekbone and along her jaw, dull purple patches marring her otherwise-perfect complexion. A faint shadow was visible under one closed eye, half hidden by long black lashes. Caprice paused, unsure how to announce herself.

[…should I surprise him?]

Caprice felt her skin prickle with adrenaline and suddenly wanted to run. She raised her pistol. Her heart seemed to beat harder as well as faster; her temperature increased.

Miranda rolled onto her back, revealing a red scratch on the other side of her face, just by her right eye: the nick left by a needle being rapidly withdrawn. Caprice could see the flurry of motion in her mind’s eye. She had been to the scene of that tiny wound. Ken Tenma’s residence.

Miranda Rhapsody was the stolen clone, had to be, but her thoughts felt so human.

Was this Toshiyuki’s secret, the reason he did not want the NAPD involved? It was too late for that now.

“I am Detective Caprice Nisei, NAPD,” Caprice rattled off, her training and conditioning kicking in.

The celebrity opened her eyes. Her pupils dilated in surprise, reducing violet irises to thin circles. Caprice felt the rush of Miranda’s thoughts as she took in Caprice’s pistol, her steady hand, her female face, the black coat. Her emotions swung from fear to hope. The perfect bow of Miranda’s lips curved in a smile, then parted.

“Oh, thank goodness you found me,” she rejoiced, drawing the sheet around her as she rose from the bed. “The Tenma’s defective, a criminal. He’s keeping me captive. I’m the real Miranda Rhapsody. I’ve been kidnapped and replaced by a clone!” Her eyes filled with tears, then spilled over her bruised face.

Caprice could not take her eyes off the tears, which shone silver in the dim light. The woman was lying, to Caprice and to herself, but the tears were real. Caprice had never seen a clone cry. It seemed to be a release for Miranda, who let emotion flood her and leak away.

It was not something Caprice could ever do.

“You have to help me,” Miranda pleaded. There was panic in her voice, but not in her mind. Miranda Rhapsody was relieved; she already saw her life falling back into place. She trusted the police to save her, assumed everything would work out. Caprice felt like a traitor.

“Here,” Caprice said, offering her coat.

Miranda pulled the coat around her and told more lies. Caprice watched her lips move, but barely heard the words. As the clone fabricated a story, Caprice saw the real events play out in her mind. Miranda knew what she was—Ken Tenma had convinced her—but she was ready to forget what she had learned and stumble back blindly into Jinteki’s clutches. It had made her that way. She wanted to give up her chance at freedom for the illusion of power and safety. Caprice felt her chest tighten, and it took her a moment to realize the sensation was her own, not Miranda’s. She wanted that chance for herself.

A wave of unease exploded in her mind, and she knew something was wrong. There was trouble outside. She had to go. “Stay here,” Caprice instructed.

“No, don’t leave me! Please.”

Caprice hesitated, and then nodded. She drew her Synap, a non-lethal weapon she and other android cops were permitted to carry, and led Miranda out of the room and through the bar.

“Keep everyone inside,” she said to the server.

[…whatever you say, freak…]

Caprice stopped at the door and it slid open. She moved into the space, pressing Miranda behind her. Her partner and Ken Tenma were out there, but there was another, a presence so dark and turned inward she could not tell if it was human, clone, or something else.

She caught sight of her partner with his gun on a captive Ken Tenma. “I got him,” said Bruce through her earpiece, and she watched him push the Tenma into their unmarked hopper.

One of the parking lights flickered out. “Something’s coming.” Bruce turned, met her eyes, and fell. Her body juddered, and she felt the silent dart in his back, sharp cold metal blossoming into hot pain, and the sensation of falling made her lose her balance.

“Detective, are you okay?” Miranda asked.

“Stay here,” Caprice warned her, pushing her partner’s pain aside. “Close the door,” she added, and crept forward.

Whoever was out there was good at keeping his thoughts to himself. She could sense him there, a feeling of foreboding, but she could not read him. Toshiyuki and others at Jinteki were careful not to project their thoughts, but this person seemed to turn his in on himself. Without close proximity, she wasn’t going to be able to get much from him. By that point, it might be too late.

Caprice took a silent step into the open, aware that she was leaving Miranda vulnerable, but Bruce was still alive—he was human and therefore her priority. She was the reason he was here.

The hopper opened suddenly, its doors rising like wings, and the Tenma stumbled out. There was a clunk as a projectile missed its target and ricocheted off transplas, and then a figure ran toward the hopper.

Caprice raised her pistol. A flash of blue light reflected on metal. The two figures met, dodged, fell back. One was Ken Tenma. He couldn’t die; she still needed him. Miranda needed him. The thought wasn’t her own, but it was hard to resist.

“NAPD!” she shouted, firing at the other figure, the one with murderous intent, the one who made her think of the dispassionate ronin Jinteki employed, the one whose mind was closed to her. She fired, and blue flashes blinded her as bolts of electricity arced between them. He writhed and withstood the charge meant to disrupt his synapses, his scream lost under the shrill shriek of the Synap.

His weapon, a katana, fell, but he did not. She ran at him, to touch him, desperate to reveal him. Black cloth concealed his face. His eyes glowed red: lenses perhaps, or a trick of her mind. His gaze was on her. She stopped, still a few paces away. He reached over his shoulder and she heard a soft hiss as he pulled another blade from its sheath. Long blades, like those her murder victim had faced. His eyes grew brighter. She could not look away even as her heart hammered in her ears.

If he struck off her head, it would be a quick, clean death. Her makers would reclaim her body, for disposal or recycling. One of her sisters would wake to take her place. The responsibility for the fate of the others would fall to a new sister, and Caprice could rest. All her thoughts and psi originated in her brain, or so Dr. Knox had explained, so when Caprice’s body ceased to function she would feel and know nothing. It would be a sort of freedom.

The assassin’s thoughts struck her before his blade. His lust for blood, his desire to wound her—they were sickening. There was nothing clean in his thoughts, just a fierce determination to kill. She dove for the ground, tried to twist out of his way, wishing she had not already wasted valuable seconds.

Her life was not his to end.

Express could only watch as the assassin drew another katana in one fluid movement and swung it at the officer as he leapt forward. The blow should have taken her head clean off, but she seemed to anticipate it at the last second and threw herself aside. The assassin landed behind her.

The weapon the male cop had leveled at him, a Gauss pistol, lay on the ground only a few feet away. Express rushed over and curled his fingers around the metal, testing the weight of it in his hands. He knew how it worked, knew what it could do. What would happen to him if he tried to use it, or if he succeeded? He knew what it would do to the assassin.

Express raised the Gauss, and the assassin turned to face him.

A veil of black cloth concealed the man’s features, leaving only his eyes visible. He looked like an avatar, like something unreal: an image not a person. The black-clad man held Express’s gaze, challenging him.

Express’s thoughts ran in stereo, half telling him he had nothing to lose, the other half telling him he had no right, that he would be destroyed for this. The scenarios played in tandem in his mind. In one he overcame his programming and felled the assassin, saving Randi and himself. In the other, he tried to fire but his body rebelled, shut down, trapping him inside his mind while the assassin took out Randi and the cops dragged Express away to take the fall.

The safety was off. It should have been easy. All he had to do was pull the trigger.

He wasn’t trapped; that thought was illusory, one implanted by Jinteki. Express was in control.

He hesitated, and the assassin turned his attention back to the cop, the Tenma clone not worth his notice.

Express remembered the day he escaped Jinteki, the accident his makers thought he perished in. He’d become one less number in their databases. That day, it had taken all his strength to resist his programming and walk away. He couldn’t give that chance up now.

Express pulled the trigger, and the projectile burst through the man’s body, blowing a hole in his chest big enough to put a fist through.

Express dropped the weapon as though it had burned him, his hand shaking.

He took the shot so cleanly, so calmly, one wrist resting on the other to steady the pistol, and the man crumpled, the shot tearing through his black-clad chest, sending his body sprawling backward. Miranda had seen scenes like that before, staged for the sensies. She had fired weapons herself enough times. So it was only when the gun fell from Express’s hand and he faced her, skin pale and eyes wide, that she realized what he’d really done. He had killed a man, a human man. Clones didn’t hurt people, let alone kill.

There were no cameras. They weren’t acting: this was real. That man was dead. That man would have killed the cop and then come for her. They would have been the bodies on the ground.

He had made it look so natural, but now Express was kneeling, his hands pressed firmly to the concrete, as though he were trying to stop the world moving. It had been an act after all, and now he was facing reality. She knew how hard that could be.

Miranda rushed over to steady him by his shoulders. “Express, are you okay?”

“Ken Tenma,” Caprice said, stepping toward them, Synap pistol raised. “Do not move.”

Miranda let go of him and stepped in front of Express to face the cop, who looked strangely calm, her face impassive. Miranda held up her hands.

“Detective, I was in shock, what I said,” she began, trying to remember exactly what she’d told the detective. It had been the truth, mostly, but…Express has been right. Her life was in danger, and he was her protector, not her captor. He had killed for her; she had inspired him to overcome his nature. She needed him, and right now he needed her.

“Ms. Rhapsody, it is all right,” Caprice said. “Please step away. I need to take the Tenma back to New Angeles for questioning. You are free to go, as you have done nothing wrong.”

“You don’t want to take me back to NA too?”

“Is that really what you want?” Caprice asked, kneeling by the fallen cop.

Where else would she go? She watched the detective, considering. She had thought Caprice would save her.

There was something off about the detective in the way she rummaged through the pockets of her partner’s coat while he lay prone on the ground, and then she saw it: the code on the detective’s neck. Caprice stood back up with a zip-strip in hand.

“You’re not human, are you?” Miranda asked, already knowing the answer.

Caprice shook her head. “We’re not all what you think. You have to forget what you learned about clones in your old life, or you will never reconcile yourself with the truth. Start with yourself, with what you are. Nothing in you has changed, except the label you give yourself.”

But Miranda changed all the time for her career. Someone had always told her who to be, but now…

Express stumbled behind her, trying to rise. Miranda took hold of his arm to help him to his feet, but his gaze didn’t leave the body of the black-clad man.

“Please step away from him,” Caprice said.

“The NAPD can’t protect me from Jinteki,” Miranda realized.

Caprice said nothing, but she did not deny it. The detective stepped closer and put her hand on Miranda’s shoulder. Miranda put one hand in the pocket of the coat she still wore and felt something brush her fingers.

“Please, step aside,” the cop said gently.

Miranda grabbed the zip-strip and snapped it over Caprice’s wrists before the detective could react. She pulled it tight with one hand and grabbed the Synap with the other.

Caprice frowned in confusion, her eyes searching Miranda’s.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m not sure,” she admitted, “and I am sorry, but I can’t go back, can I? They’ll just send someone else. I need him.”

Miranda couldn’t decipher the expression on the detective’s face, but after a moment the woman finally spoke: “I need to get my partner to hospital.”

“I think we can work something out,” Miranda said. “Express?”

Express said nothing.

Express sat in the bar with the cop beside him, one hand clamped tight on his stinging shoulder at Randi’s insistence, but the bleeding had already stopped. While Randi talked to the motel owner, the detective watched him with her big eyes, hands bound under the table. Her eyes seemed to accuse him, killer, but she stayed silent, as promised.

Randi kept both cops’ guns in her pocket. She had promised to leave the weapons with the cops, but Express hoped she wouldn’t.

“Your murder investigation,” Express said under his breath. “Do you have any suspects?”

The detective didn’t respond. He wished she would stop staring at him like that, like she was interrogating him. He had known the cops were looking into Li11ith’s murder, but he’d assumed they’d never charge anyone. Then again, he hadn’t expected them to find him, either.

“You wanted to question me, about Li11ith’s murder,” he said, “but I don’t know who killed her.”

“Until today, I did not think a clone could commit murder.”

“I didn’t kill Li11ith.”

The cop said nothing more, but her gaze didn’t waver.

Express lowered his eyes. They had to get away. They would be late for their rendezvous. Express was never late, but he had never killed before, either.

Things had changed. Things his conditioning couldn’t account for.

“Hey, Express.” Randi approached him. “Have you figured out who owns that ride you want?”

He shook his head. He had found the ID of the owner on the Net, seen a still of his face. It could be bogus, though.

“I haven’t seen him in here,” he said. “Could be he’s wearing one of the VR headsets.”

“Then he’s not going to notice, right?” Randi suggested, her voice low. “Come on, let’s go.”

She said the last to the cop, who rose and walked ahead of them. Randi took his free hand, led him out of the place like he’d seen parents leading a child. He had never been a child, and neither had the two clone women. It was like a game. Randi showed no fear, but she knew now—she knew capture meant death or worse. She was on his side, and right now he was glad of it.

“Express, which one?”

They stood outside, Randi waiting for him to move. He spotted the groundcar, the one that would do. Better than the truck, faster. He set to work. It didn’t take long. He’d feel better, on the road: moving toward a destination, moving toward completion. It wasn’t a skylane, but it would have to do. He climbed into the seat.

“Wait for me,” Randi said, and took the cop back to her partner, released her hands. He watched their exchange. Randi was making a terrible mistake. She trusted the detective to head for the hospital rather than pursue them, but she’d learned all she knew about cops from her sensies. He said nothing as Randi rejoined him. At least she had done something. He had been ready to let the cop take him, for what he’d done. Maybe that was part of Jinteki’s design.

Randi pulled the jumpsuit on under the coat, wriggling into it. He watched her, and though she seemed to ignore him, she had to be aware. He wondered how much of what he wanted was part of Jinteki’s design. He wondered if it mattered.

“Come on,” Randi said, glancing back to where the cop had finished loading her prone partner into the hopper. “We’ve got to go.” She threw the pistols out across the concrete as he started the groundcar’s engine.

The door to the motel slid open as they drove off, and someone shouted, but Express didn’t look back.


Chapter 7

She clung on for dear life as Express drove full tilt despite the lack of roof, the groundcar bouncing over the uneven ground. She tried opening her mouth to speak but nearly choked on dusty air, so kept her mouth shut, squinting into the wind.

Express didn’t speak to her. The whole scenario reminded her of one of her early sensies, Broad Rage, when she’d played the jilted girlfriend of the head of a hopperbike gang, who went on the rampage for revenge. It hadn’t required a lot of acting, just a lot of racing around on hoppers and feeling the adrenaline rush. It must have been an older Miranda clone who’d starred in that one; she wasn’t sure she could play the role now. She felt nothing but a weary fear as exhaust vents alongside the road threatened to blow her out of the vehicle with blasts of hot, sour-smelling air.

She looked across at Express, holding her hand up to keep the hair out of her face. He was just like the hopperbike gang leader, ignoring her, focusing on his task, eyes watching for obstacles, while data flickered on those lenses of his. She took her cues from him, letting him steer her into a role she knew how to play. She should be choosing her own role instead if she was going to begin a new life. She just wasn’t sure how.

“Are you all right?” she called over the wind.

He ignored her, and she wished again that they were in a hopper as the ground beneath them grew even rougher, jolting her in the seat. She realized they had come off the road entirely and were driving on barren earth.

“Where are we going?” she asked. In the dim predawn light she couldn’t get her bearings.

“Should find the contact near here, to get you across the border,” he said at last. “Once you’re in Colombia the cops won’t follow you.”

His voice was steady, but he sat stiffly beside her, his hands tight claws on the wheel.

“And what about you?”

He said nothing. Shooting that man had shaken him to the core, but she couldn’t help him if he wouldn’t talk to her. She wished they had more time, but he’d said she wasn’t safe until she was over the border.

What he’d done back there made her realize how different he was from other clones. She didn’t know what had happened to Express, what had made him so different, but she couldn’t see him as the same as the mindless drones who used to ferry her about and do what they were told, and only what they were told. She wasn’t like them either, so maybe she was like him. Maybe they were some new type of clone, a step closer to humanity. If she could have more time with him, maybe she could figure it out.

The three-quarters Moon was setting as they reached the tunnel. Express continued on into the cavernous blackness at high speed, the roar of the engine growing thunderous. The las headlights brightened to compensate for the darkness until Express deliberately turned them off.

“What are you doing? Turn that back on. And slow down!” she shouted. “Are you trying to get us killed?”

“Safest way through is fast,” he called back.

Light appeared at the end of the tunnel, but it was too blue to be daylight. Express sped up as they passed through an interchange where a group of disenfrancistos had rigged floodlights to create artificial daylight for their temporary camp. Express tore through it all, and she turned to see a couple of groundbikes on their tail, engines buzzing.

“Go faster!” she shouted, but Express didn’t respond.

She desperately tried to recall the rush of a chase scene, to turn her fear into excitement, but she couldn’t force it. All she could do was grip the seat and watch the lights over her shoulder until they grew smaller and disappeared.

“Who the hell were they?” she asked, once she was satisfied the danger was far behind.

“These are smuggling tunnels, built by Los Scorpiones. Don’t get used much anymore; mostly they’re just home to small-time criminal gangs, or the desperate. Told you, best way through is fast.”

Another light lay ahead, and she focused all her attention on it, willing it to be daylight. It turned out to be another floodlight, but this time a single figure stood silhouetted in front of the light.

They didn’t slow down as they approached, and she thought they were going to drive on past, but Express braked hard and they stopped close enough for the figure to lean against his door. She took a deep breath as the noise of the engine shrank to a purr, but the air was hot and tasted foul.

The woman leering down at them was a patchwork of old and new parts, of organic and mechanical. Her silver hair was fashionably cut, her face youthful, and her wrinkled hands sported perfect, manicured nails. She wore a skeletal, metallic glove on one hand, while the other held a roll-up.

“Took your sweet time,” she said, and took a drag.

“Didn’t want to bring along any unexpected company, Maria,” Express said.

“I was expecting you yesterday.” The smoke she blew over them had the earthy smell of a homegrown narcotic. It made her feel nauseated, but she didn’t complain, just wrinkled her nose.

“You got many escapees we’re keeping waiting?” Express asked.

Maria grinned, showing teeth in sore need of renovation, and then hoisted herself awkwardly into the backseat. The car rocked with her movements.

“All right, Express, you remember the way?”

He just nodded and drove on, still with the lights off. She kept her worries to herself.

Once they were in complete darkness, the floodlight far behind, Express stopped and turned off the engine. Her ears felt strange, like she was underwater. She wondered if the echoing engine noise had caused permanent damage.

“Time to go,” Express said, and he pressed something square into Randi’s hand.

“What is it?”

“A PAD. Thought you could use it, in your new life. Just don’t turn it on until you’re across the border; this stretch of tunnels isn’t supposed to exist. When you get to ChiLo, you can get a new ID, and you’ll be all set.”

“Thank you,” she breathed. She would be part of the world again, even if she did have to use a new name. The PAD’s casing was smooth and slightly warm; she wondered if Express had been carrying it next to his skin. “Thank you so much.”

“It’s nothing.” He said it quietly, and she decided not to press the question. It didn’t matter where he had found the PAD: it was hers now.

“I can ping you when I get there,” she said.

“Just don’t turn it on yet,” Maria snapped impatiently. She had almost forgotten the woman was there, listening. She had wanted to say more.

The car rocked as Maria clambered out, and she jumped as a wrinkled hand took hold of her own. Of course, Maria probably had eyes that could see just fine in the dark. No doubt Express’s eyes were the same. She wondered if he’d miss her, or was she still just another job? He must have thought about her, though, or he wouldn’t have given her the PAD.

“Come on,” Maria said, pulling her out of the groundcar.

“Am I walking to ChiLo?” she asked, trying to hide her fear.

“Here, get in.” The woman put her hand on something soft and near the ground. “It’s a seat. Get in it.”

She maneuvered into the seat and forced herself to stretch out her legs inside a confined space she could not see. She couldn’t think of a role that would help her; she was cramped, exhausted, and afraid—who’d want to experience that?

“Express?” she asked.

“Yeah?”

“Why don’t you come to ChiLo? The cops know where you live, right? You could get a new start too.”

“I’ll figure it out,” he said. “Back in NA.”

A part of her deflated, her chest feeling like it was punched. “Well then, wish me luck,” she managed.

“Good luck, Randi,” Express said.

“Don’t worry,” said Maria’s grating voice. “Just sit still.” At last, some light, as tiny blue LEDs on the woman’s hand lit up. They weren’t enough to see by, but Randi couldn’t take her eyes from them. “Let’s get you on your way,” Maria said, grunting as she heaved their ride forward, then clambered in behind her. She shifted as far forward as she could, but the woman’s bony knees still dug painfully into her back.

“Express…” She began quietly, and stopped. How could she persuade him? She had been determined to escape him for most of their journey, and suddenly she didn’t want to leave. She wanted him to be the one to lead her through the darkness, not this stranger.

“Goodbye Randi,” he said, and the groundcar’s engine coughed itself awake.

She clutched her new PAD and tried to think positive.

Her ride began to move. The blue LEDs flashed beside her as her new guide waved her hand about, and Randi closed her eyes.

When they emerged at last, it was to the soft light of morning. Randi shivered, looking up to catch sight of the pastel clouds through the trees. The track ended abruptly, knocking Randi back into Maria, prompting a curse. There were crates and boxes in a heap nearby, and machinery purred somewhere through the trees.

Randi scrambled out unsteadily, checking her PAD. She had a connection, and a location. She was part of the world again. She could ping Express, tell him she had reached Colombia safely.

Maria plucked the PAD from her hands.

“Hey! What are you doing?”

“Too soon for that, my girl,” she said, pocketing the device. “Come on.”

She took hold of Randi’s wrist and pulled her to the boxes. Randi watched in confusion as the woman rummaged through the boxes and selected a large crate.

“There, get in.”

“No way am I going to sit in there,” Randi said. “I’m across the border. I don’t have to hide anymore.”

“No more special treatment, clone,” Maria said. “You’re a long way from your friends. Now, get in the box.”

“But Express said…”

Maria reached out and jabbed Randi’s arm with the sharp metal at the end of one finger. Randi felt a jolt like she’d been punched, and blacked out.

“If you had followed proper procedure, you would have informed me you were leaving New Angeles,” Commissioner Dawn said, frowning at Caprice from the twodee image on her PAD. “I could have arranged for Ecuadoran backup.”

“I apologize, Commissioner,” Caprice said. “We were in hot pursuit of a suspect, but we did not anticipate any danger we could not handle. The third party was…unexpected.”

“Danger you couldn’t handle? That’s Tomson talking,” Dawn’s lip twitched in the corner.

“In our defense, we were in pursuit of a clone,” she said.

“A suspect, you said,” the commissioner countered. “Either way, the only evidence we have is with you at the hospital. I expect you have already bagged the dart?”

“No, but the body at the scene…”

“The officers sent to the motel found nothing, Nisei. No body, no projectiles, nothing. There’s no seccam footage of you or the assailant. We have nothing.” The commissioner paused. “So I’m hoping you’re going to tell me you captured an image of the John Doe in black, at least.”

“No.” She should have; police procedure, even common sense, should have made her do so. It would have taken only a moment to unmask the man and take a still of his face. She could have been running it through the database while she waited at the hospital, powerless to do anything else. Somehow, getting Bruce the medical attention he required had become her only agenda, had blinded her.

“You’d better hope Tomson wakes up, Detective,” the commissioner said. “Let me know as soon as there’s any change. I want you both back here as soon as he can travel.” The commissioner broke the connection before Caprice could reply.

Caprice returned to her seat outside Bruce’s room. She hadn’t seen him since she’d handed him into the care of the hospital staff and begun her vigil outside her partner’s door. His injury was on her conscience, and since working in close proximity to Bruce, she had developed a strange attachment to him. At the very least, he was a human, and it was her duty to safeguard his life. The commissioner evidently agreed, or she would have recalled Caprice at once.

She wanted to pace, but forced herself to sit still, because every movement echoed. The corridor was long and white, and the hospital staff who passed her were shrouded in white too, their faces hidden, their eyes peering curiously at her through clear goggles. She had seen no patients, heard nothing from beyond the smooth white doors.

The place recalled unpleasant images of the recycling facility, which she tried to push aside. This place was about saving life, not ending it. Bruce’s door opened a crack, and her body stiffened. She reached out instinctively.

[…asombroso…]

“Detective?” The doctor stepped out into the corridor. “Your partner is awake, and he’s asking for you.”

“Gracias,” Caprice said, rising to her feet.

He held the door for her and Caprice brushed against him as she passed into the room. She skimmed his thoughts, but discovered only that he planned to look into the drug he’d found in the cop’s bloodstream. She had a feeling his data would disappear before he could do so, but that was not her concern.

Bruce was propped up, half submerged in a bath of fluid not unlike the nutrient-rich liquid Caprice had grown in. The cocktail would be different, designed to heal and repair, but the sight made her think of her sisters in their vats. Their bodies were not that different: clones and natural humans responded to the same enzymes and hormones. His head rested on a white pillow, and a white sheet lay across the transplas at his middle to offer him some privacy, a courtesy never given to a clone.

“Detective Nisei,” Bruce said, smiling as she approached, but he did not raise his head, and she could sense he lacked the will as much as the physical capacity. He felt broken, and defeated.

“I am sorry,” she said.

“Don’t be sorry. From what I gather, you saved my life bringing me here.” His smile faded. “Did we get him?” he asked, but he’d already guessed the answer.

“The Tenma fled the scene.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, then fixed them on her. “A part of me wishes you’d stayed in pursuit, rather than saving me. But the rest of me is grateful. I owe you, Nisei.”

“I made the only choice. The commissioner agrees your life matters more.”

“You’ve spoken to Dawn?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“She wants to know when you are awake, and she wants us to return to NA as soon as possible.”

“Figures,” Bruce said with a sigh. He shifted in the tank, and the fluid sloshed gently against the transplas. He was a broad man, and his arms pressed uncomfortably against the sides of the tank. Blue spots in lines across his skin marked where tiny implants monitored his vitals. A doctor stood nearby, checking them on a PAD.

[…must get out of here…]

“The commissioner does not want us to move before you are ready,” Caprice said. “You must take time to heal.”

“It’s not the first bullet I’ve taken on the job; I can handle it.”

“It was not a bullet: it was a dart.” Caprice turned to the doctor. “I have been ordered to take the dart back to New Angeles for analysis. It is evidence in a murder case.”

“It has already been passed on to the local police,” the doctor said. “I am sure they will return it to you; I will inform them of your request.”

“Thank you.”

“Detective Tomson,” he continued, turning to his patient. “I will leave you now, but please remain in the bath until told otherwise. The wound is still vulnerable to infection. The dart and its poison caused significant damage to your spinal nerves. You are fortunate we were able to repair it.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” Bruce and Caprice spoke at once.

The doctor nodded and left the room, and as the door closed behind him, Bruce laughed.

“Maybe this partner thing could work out after all, Nisei,” he said. “Not only have you saved my life, you’re taking the words right out of my mouth.”

“You would not have needed saving, were it not for my lead.” She dragged a stool closer to the bath and sat beside him.

“What happened out there?” he asked, any trace of humor gone. “It wasn’t the Tenma: it was someone else, an accomplice? I never saw him.”

“A third party intervened. I believe he was Elizabeth Webb’s murderer. He intended to kill the Tenma, but the Tenma killed him, and with him dead…”

“Wait.” Bruce tried to sit up straight, but slipped further into the fluid. “The Tenma killed him? Did you tell Dawn?”

Caprice shook her head. She could feel his thoughts slipping over each other in confusion, and when they settled on her, she had to grip the stool below her to keep from bolting.

“You didn’t lie to the commissioner, did you?”

“I let her assume you took the shot,” she said. “He used your gun. I am sorry, but I did not know how she would react. It would not be good, if people thought clones were capable of such things.”

“I understand,” he said, looking to the door.

[…dangerous for her…]

They sat in silence as Caprice gave her partner time to digest what she had said, and what she had done. She wondered if she should leave him alone, but he did not fear her: he feared for her.

“At least we found Webb’s murderer,” Bruce said.

“But with his body gone, we may never be able to prove it. Or discover whom he worked for.”

“Wait, what do you mean his body’s gone?”

“I alerted the local police to the situation and asked them to contain the crime scene while I took you to the hospital. According to the commissioner, nothing was found: no body and no evidence.”

“Could the Tenma have taken the body?”

“Unlikely.”

“We have to get back there, but the doctors want to keep me for at least another day. Will you go, Nisei? You can see if the local cops missed anything. Maybe someone paid them off.”

Caprice shook her head.

“I believe there was nothing left for them to find.” She paused. Bruce watched her intently. His eyes were shadowed, tired.

[…not telling me…]

“I need to tell the commissioner you are awake. Or would you like to speak to her yourself?” she asked, rising to her feet.

He laughed.

“No thanks, I’ll let you have the pleasure. No, wait.” He lifted one arm out of the tank and reached for her, dripping viscous fluid over the tiled floor. She took his hand and returned to the stool. “Has she pulled us off the case?”

“She only said she wants us back in NA. She did not say she was reassigning the case.”

“I can’t go back, not until I know what’s going on. I’m going to track down that Tenma. Did he take my gun with him?”

“No, I have it.”

“He’s still dangerous, but don’t tell Dawn anything yet. Get in touch with the local precinct—find out what you can about that dart, my dart. I’ll sweet-talk the nurses here and get released so we can chase that Tenma down and get some answers. When Dawn gets wind of us, I’ll tell her I need to take some time off, recovery time. I’ll say you’ve been called to Jinteki for something or other.”

“Bruce, the dart will have disappeared.” She sighed. She had brought him into this. “I wish now we had passed the case on to the Gang Unit as you initially suggested.”

He laughed again, but was cut short by the pain in his back. He pulled his hand from her and shifted his position in the tank. The liquid sloshed against the sides as he moved.

“There is more I would like to tell you,” Caprice said. “I will be in danger if my confession is discovered, but I believe you are too involved now to continue acting in ignorance.”

She had not been completely idle while waiting for him to wake up. She produced her PAD and selected the images she had discovered online. She flicked them up in virt for him to see: a Tenma and Miranda Rhapsody fleeing from a Jinteki recycling facility.


Chapter 8

Express flashed a stolen Tenma clone ID to City Flight Control and received approval for manual piloting. He’d bought the new hopperbike aboveboard, registering it to an alias. It was the new Qianju, the 7000. Now he could get back to NA and his old life before the sun rose. By then Randi would be a little bit closer to ChiLo, a little bit farther from him, and everything would be back to normal.

The skylane was a carnival of light, hoppers from bulky freight vehicles to personal transports like his own lit up, their headlights turning the early-morning commuter traffic into a continuous streak of color. Glowing stripes on the freighters reflected their contents, or advertised products for keeping drivers awake and improving performance time. The hopper pads on this skylane were like great shining white plates set on top of slender carbosteel poles. Express turned his face up to the sky as he landed on one for a recharge, as much to keep the white light from dazzling him as to see the few remaining stars and satellites.

Rising from the pad, Express almost expected to continue up into the speckled sky, and he felt a tug in his chest. In cyberspace, he could have. Those lights would represent servers, users, ice, things he could manipulate. Not intangible entities, out of his reach. He had to focus on the ride, live the moment, not yearn for something he couldn’t have. Desire was more of a human thing, or so he’d thought.

Li11ith had scoffed at it, preferring to meet with Express for drinks more than with the men who desired her. She told him it was their weakness, her blue-stained lips spitting the word after her fourth or fifth Silo Sour, and divulged tales of how she exploited them. She liked him, because he focused on the job, enjoyed the work. Randi had threatened that focus, still did.

Randi was different. She was the first clone who hadn’t reinforced his hatred of what he was, and maybe she was evolving past her design, as he had. He honestly didn’t believe all clones could, or he wouldn’t have been the only one to liberate himself that day, when an accident afforded him the opportunity. He was special, but maybe Randi was too. That meant there might be more like them. However, he was going back to New Angeles, where he’d disappear again, find a new place.

He passed a queue of freighters, their drivers asleep at the wheel, trusting in their AIs, and he increased his speed. He wanted to test the limits of the new bike, wanted to feel the rush. The faster the speed, the greater the illusion of freedom, but a warning popped up inside his lenses and threatened to drag it all back.

Someone was attempting to subvert his code and return Randi’s new PAD to factory settings. Maybe she was doing it herself. He had spent a good hour customizing that PAD for her while she’d refreshed herself at the motel, improving the security and dismantling the programmed obsolescence Omnicorp incorporated into its otherwise excellent products. He hoped it was her.

NA was within his reach. He could just ignore it. That job was behind him. He’d passed Randi on, job done, earned his credits, and that was that. Even if he’d killed a man, he’d kept control of his faculties and got through it. He was the same as before.

Completing the job had eased his mind, reminded him who he was. Leaving Randi in Maria’s hands had freed him again, and yet he had felt compelled to give her that PAD. He didn’t want to admit that he’d done it so that he could find her again someday, if he wanted to.

He checked the location, and checked again. She could have traded the PAD for something, but he didn’t think it likely. After a quick check of his tracker program he knew the PAD had never left the border. If Randi was anywhere near that PAD, she was in trouble. It hadn’t traveled far, and for the last hour or so had been in Tulpiales.

Express had never visited Tulpiales, but he knew the town’s reputation. It was a border town a hundredth the size of NA, where rumor had it the Rumichaca Bridge was the next-busiest trade crossing after the ports of New Angeles. The goods—some legal, some less so—included androids: secondhand clones and used bioroids. Models nearing their expiration date provided cheap, temporary labor, and were treated as the disposable commodities they were. The Liberty Society had made some noise about the conditions androids faced there, a while back. Nothing ever came of it.

Express had already given Randi more of a chance than most clones ever got. He had saved her from the recycling facility, where she would have been dead for sure if it wasn’t for him.

If Maria had betrayed him, though—if she had sold Randi on for a profit—then Randi was facing a life of servitude. She might consider herself worse off than if he’d left her to die in the first place. 

He couldn’t go back to that life himself, couldn’t hand the responsibility for his life to someone else. If Randi had been sold as a clone, she would never have the new life he’d promised her. He could think of a few reasons people would pay for a celeb clone, none of them good.

He found himself performing his version of a bootleg turn in the near-empty skylane, using the bike’s safety booster to stop him from careering off into another lane entirely. It was the closest he could get to a controlled skid when there was nothing for his wheels to skid on. Within seconds, he’d set a shortcut to replicate the move so the bike could perform it with minimal effort, letting him focus on other things.

He let the other user wipe the PAD to avoid rousing suspicion. If he could get his hands on it, he might be able to get more information. Its log would remain intact no matter what, barring an overzealous techie with a blowtorch and a sledgehammer.

Express put thoughts of sledgehammers from his mind and pushed the 7000 a little harder. He had the power to resist Jinteki’s conditioning; he could certainly rescue Randi from someone who shouldn’t have her in the first place. “You can’t save everyone,” Li11ith had told him once, and she was right, but Randi was a one-off. Saving her had, and would, prove who he was, and what he could do. He didn’t have to make a habit of it.

He sped toward the border, testing the acceleration, pushing the Qianju to see whether it could go four times faster than the original model. This was the time to try out its limits. He knew his speed without checking, from the feel of the air streaming past him, pulling at his hair. The skylane seccams flagged his speed as over the limit, but he sent in a program he’d used many times before, one that confused the cams enough to cancel the notice. He didn’t want a hefty fine or, worse, a cop on his tail. Maybe he would be in time to save the day.

Assuming he could find her.


Chapter 9

Randi woke feeling nauseated. She opened her eyes to darkness and fumbled for her PAD before remembering she was without one again. She was lying on her side, curled in fetal position, and there wasn’t room to move. She raised her head a little, and let it fall back down. She was still in the box, and it was moving. Express had betrayed her, had sold her into slavery after all. All he cared about was the credits. She should have seen this coming.

It was worse than being in the back of that truck, when she’d survived a crash and was grateful to be alive. This time she didn’t know if she’d ever be coming out again. Maybe this box was going to be her coffin, but clones didn’t need coffins. Where did clones go? Back to the recycling center, or to an incinerator. Her skin immediately felt hot and prickly, anticipating the flames, and she felt a scream welling up like a creature inside her ready to burst from her throat, but then someone dropped her box and knocked the breath from her.

Her box lay on an unsteady surface. She thought it was a boat at first, bobbing on water, but then there was the familiar whine of a hopper engine. There was no point in screaming when there was no one to hear, and she refused to panic. She pressed her hands to the sides, trying to brace herself as the box slid around. She was in some kind of cargo compartment, she guessed, and there might not be anyone watching. If there was a time to find a way out of the box, it was now.

She pushed at the lid above her, but Maria must have nailed it shut or tied it down. She tried to kick with her boots, but there wasn’t room to give it any real force.

Express had to come for her. He had to regret selling her out. Or maybe it had all been a misunderstanding, and he would find out, somehow. He had to come for her, because if he didn’t, she didn’t know how she was going to get out.

No, she couldn’t wait for a rescue that might never come. There had to be something she could do. She thought back to her sensie, Living Lies, when she had played a secret agent. As that character she had all sorts of gadgets to help her out of tough situations, but the best scene was when she was caught in nothing but a synthsilk slip and dumped in the back of the villain’s hopper. He was taking her to some seedy venue to kill her and dump her body, and all she had was a single tama pin in her hair. She’d armed herself with it, and when the trunk opened she punctured the villain’s windpipe before he had a chance to shoot. Of course, that character had known martial arts and could deal with the goons, too, bare feet and fists taking on body armor and muscle mods.

Randi wasn’t wearing a hairpin. She still had her heavy biker boots, though. She managed to force one arm down alongside her body, so she could reach her left boot, and began working the lace loose. It wasn’t very long, being mere decoration, but the boot would stay flush to her foot until she pressed the release and the lace might be long enough if she could surprise her captor. As long as there was no one else there when the box opened, then she might have a chance. She worked her hand back to meet the other, and pulled the lace taught between them, telling herself that she could do this, that she could live the role she needed to survive. She didn’t just have to look the part, she had to feel it. That was what made her the best sensie star in NA, something she’d have to prove here.

All she could do now was wait.

“Have you found anything?” Bruce asked. He had his duster coat on, despite the warmth of the hospital room, and stood beside the empty bath, hands in his pockets.

“They are trying to locate the dart for me, but are having difficulty,” she told him. “It is as I said: someone is removing all evidence. We have little to work with.”

Bruce shrugged. He looked weary, deep shadows under his eyes, his skin unusually pale. Caprice did not ask how he felt; she could sense he did not want to talk about it.

“Dawn pinged me,” he said. “The hospital sent her my medical bill. I am officially on leave, and you’re on your way back to Jinteki for a checkup.”

“That might not have been wise,” Caprice said.

“But you said you’d come with me?”

She nodded. “Yes—I will not let you go alone, once we know where we are going.”

“Walk with me,” Bruce said, offering his arm.

The contact made her uncomfortable, but she did not want to spoil her partner’s good mood, so she linked her arm through his. She tried to hold her psi in check, sharing the buzz of his determination and optimism without looking deeper. He led her out of the room and along the exit corridor. He nodded and smiled at each staff member they passed, and no one tried to stop them from leaving.

“You have been discharged?” she asked. She felt an ache in her own back, a shadow of his pain.

“I need rest, they told me. I can get that anywhere, right?”

[…just let them try to keep me here…]

They approached the double doors, which slid open to reveal strong sunlight. Caprice raised her free hand to shade her eyes. The hospital complex stretched out below them, located as it was on a hill. Everything was white, dazzling.

“Do you have a destination in mind?” Caprice asked as their hopper landed beside them, the autopilot directed by the hospital’s parking secretary.

Bruce said nothing until they were inside the hopper, the doors closing to seal them off from the rest of the world. Then he pulled his PAD from his pocket and waved it in her direction.

“Once they got this back to me, I set to work. And take a look at what I found.”

Her own PAD vibrated as it received the information, and she examined it as Bruce set their destination.

“How did you acquire this footage?” Caprice asked, impressed. The clip was clearly from private seccams, taken inside an upscale parking complex somewhere. A Tenma appeared on a red hopperbike similar to the one they had pursued back in NA, parked, and stored his bright-red jacket and bag inside the seat. Then he strode offscreen. His face never turned to the camera, but she shared Bruce’s confidence that it was Express.

“I have some friends on the Ecuadoran police force,” he said, leaning back in his seat. Caprice turned her attention to the readouts on the windscreen, and ascertained their destination.

“Ken Tenma is in Tulpiales?”

“This side of the border,” he said. “Or was when that footage was captured an hour ago.”

“That is unexpected.” She could not keep the disappointment from her voice.

“What’s the matter, Nisei? If you wanted to be the one to track him down, you should have worked faster.” He smiled as he spoke, softening his words.

“At the motel, he intended to liberate the Miranda clone,” she explained, and then added, “or that is what she claimed.”

Bruce shook his head. “I still can’t believe she’s a clone.” He sighed dramatically. “Well, he may not be there to sell her, if that’s what you’re worried about. She’s not with him in the shot, is she?”

“No, you are right. There is something else going on.”

“Won’t find out until we get to him.” He lowered his voice to a soothing tone. “If you aren’t comfortable going to Tulpiales, I can do this part alone.”

“No, I will stay with you. I would be remiss as a partner if I let you go alone.”

“Remiss as a friend, maybe,” he said, grinning. “We’re not on official police business now, Caprice.”

“Remiss as a friend,” she echoed, smiling faintly.

He fell silent, watching the readings on the windscreen. Ecuador was a cloudy blur below them. Caprice blocked out her partner’s thoughts to give him privacy. Friends or not, she trusted him, so there was no need to pry. She turned her attention to her PAD, reading up on Tulpiales. They would reach the town within the hour.

They were sitting in silence when Caprice’s PAD pinged.

“I need some privacy,” she said. Bruce glanced at her PAD and nodded. Caprice pressed a button on the dashboard, and an opaque transplas screen slid into place between them. Her PAD vibrated again. The senior director did not like to wait.

“What can I do for you?” she asked as his features appeared on-screen, frowning.

“I had an interesting conversation with your commissioner,” he said. “She was under the impression I ordered you to appear for an unscheduled psychological evaluation, in the middle of a murder investigation. She was quite upset about it.”

“Toshiyuki…” she started.

“She was adamant that you were on your way to report for this evaluation. Is that indeed the case?”

“No, I apologize…”

“In fact, your location appears to be close to the border of Colombia. I had no idea your jurisdiction stretched so far from the megapolis.”

“I am on the trail of the Tenma,” she said.

“Do you know his location?”

“Yes.” She paused, but she had no choice. Toshiyuki could already be aware of her destination. “He is in Tulpiales, or was recently. I am on my way there now. Commissioner Dawn does not consider the Tenma worth pursuing, but I knew you did.”

“Perhaps you need that evaluation after all,” he said. “I didn’t know lying to your superiors was among your list of skills.”

She hoped he was referring to the lie made to the commissioner and was not accusing her of lying to him. She never had—not exactly. Toshiyuki regarded her intently.

“I wouldn’t want to cause problems for poor Miss Inada, who has worked so hard on these arrangements with the NAPD,” he said. Caprice felt a tug of shame, but she couldn’t tell whether it was just her conditioning. “Follow the commissioner’s orders. The Tenma is no longer worth the trouble.”

Express made for the PAD’s location, taking the most direct route. It wasn’t easy; he had downloaded a map of the street layout, but the numerous stalls, stands, and mobile traders created their own streets and passages, and blocked more. He was used to the bustle of NA, where people moved quickly, intent on their destination. Here, the crowd moved slowly, swelling and shrinking, stopping and starting at random. Express pushed through as best he could, creating a channel that closed behind him and prompting a few harsh words from passersby. There wasn’t time to work out the etiquette of the crowd; he had to get to that PAD.

The smells were overpowering: sweet and sour foodstuffs and alcohol-based substances competed for his attention as he passed various traders and establishments. He paused long enough to exchange credits for a simple meal of a gogburger and strong coffee, though the vendor looked suspiciously at his credstick long enough that he wished he hadn’t.

Eating as he walked, Express made his way through a tourist area, where the streets were quieter. There were seccams outside the fancy themed hotels, but he didn’t bother to interrupt their feed. He had passed other Tenmas, out doing deliveries in the town, and not all of them wore a uniform. To tamper with the seccams would only draw attention to himself. It was better to hide in the open. One of the hotels had placed inactive bioroids flanking the main entrance, posed like guards. He could see the wires holding them in place. Some substance had hardened their flesh. Their eyes flashed silver at him as he passed.

According to the tracker signal, he was closing in on Randi’s PAD. He left the tourist area behind and found himself in a street that reminded him of the chop-shop areas he knew in NA. Open shop fronts revealed mechanics at work stripping hoppers and fixing or redesigning hardware: some decades old, some barely out of the factory. An oily odor lingered as they refitted redundant vehicles to suit new purposes, combustion engines powering hologenerators and refrigeration units. People shouted, touting their services, straining to be heard over the crash and clank of metal, but the shouts weren’t directed at him. He was a delivery clone, just like all the others.

Express allowed himself a small smile.

He found her PAD at a market stall, one of many wiped for resale. The seller scowled at him as he waved his own PAD over them, locating the correct one, but he had to be sure.

“How much?” Express asked.

“A swap,” the man said, with a hoarse, grating voice that betrayed an addiction, or a run-in with a creditor.

“No, it’s for a friend.” He needed that PAD—it was his only hope of finding her—but he couldn’t let his desperation show. “Come on, how much?”

The man named an extortionate price, and Express haggled long enough to avoid suspicion. Then, gripping a PAD in each hand, he headed for the bridge, accessing the tracker program and mapping the route to display on his lenses. He would have to cross the border.

Express flashed a Tenma ID to the official in a gaudy yellow uniform, who waved him on. He never saw the bridge itself; he took the freight tunnel for small goods, walking across a huge conveyor belt alongside crates of cigarettes, slaughtered gogs wrapped tightly in sterile film, and sealed carbosteel barrels that rolled alarmingly from side to side. It made him feel like he was inside a giant PacPac dispenser, but it was cheaper than traveling in a hopperbus or on the tourist-laden bridge.

Another official in the same yellow uniform pointed him on his way when he reached other side. She was too busy supervising the collection of the goods from the conveyor to ask for his ID.

A Tenma courier came running past, laden with luggage. Express followed his route between the hopper pads and a row of restaurants, then up into the town. The buildings were staggered, stepping up the landscape toward the manufactured green clouds that brightened the sky, emulating the region’s famous natural phenomenon.

He approximated the route the PAD had taken through the town; he could map its path right back to where it first had been activated, on an empty mountainside. He had a program working through the available seccam feeds searching for Miranda Rhapsody, but with no success. If Maria had sold Randi on in Tulpiales, she had known better than to do so in view of a seccam. He had to hope that backtracking along the PAD’s route on foot would offer him some clue. If Randi left Tulpiales before he found her, he’d have the world and beyond to search.

Express passed through markets very like those back across the border. In fact, were it not for the slight interruption of the border, he might have thought he was in the same place. Tulpiales was officially two towns, Tulcán and Ipiales, but both had grown toward the bridge they shared and enjoyed the same benefits from the arrangement. It was not an ominous place; the atmosphere was lively, the buildings not so tall as to block out the sun. Still, it wore on him, as in every market he crossed or street he passed through he was disappointed not to catch sight of Randi on the other side.

Randi, or Maria. He couldn’t be sure of Maria’s involvement, but she’d be his next objective if he couldn’t find Randi. Could be she had passed Randi on as promised, and another party had betrayed her, but at least she could give him a name. Li11ith always arranged things so that her contractors only knew those they needed to know in the chain: it was safer that way, she’d said. Jinteki conditioning or not, he was determined to see this through now; he was focused on his task. He had chosen it himself, and he wasn’t even getting paid.

He came across an open square where the goods suddenly changed from foodstuffs and tech to clones and livestock. There were noisy stands filled with cages of pets for risties, or more likely, pets that had belonged to risties when keeping live creatures had been in fashion. Color-changing birds squawked and miniaturized canines barked as Express passed, but he ignored them, focusing on the large pen in the center of the square.

The clones inside stood very still, facing out, lined up perfectly. They watched the shoppers pass them, their faces neutral as they waited. They were an odd mix of Henrys, Molloys, and a few lines he didn’t recognize, as well as a couple of Tenmas. They wore uniforms, civilian clothes, or little at all. One of the Tenmas was naked from the waist up, the pale skin of his shoulders peeling in the sun even as he shivered. Express felt a corresponding ache in his own shoulders, then remembered that they had been shot and torn, so it wasn’t sympathy he felt, just coincidence.

A man with a wide-brimmed hat stood smiling by the pen. Several interested parties inspected his wares or inquired about his prices. He nodded his head politely and answered their questions.

Express stepped closer, looking among the clones just in case, but of course Randi was not there. She wouldn’t be sold in the open; she wasn’t supposed to exist. He couldn’t ask about her, and he’d been foolish to think he could find her like this. He should have gone home, forgotten about her. He was a runner and a criminal, not a detective. He couldn’t track Randi through Tulpiales like he tracked down hidden files on the Net. Meatspace worked differently.

The clones inside the pen, which consisted of nothing more than a wire stretched around at waist height, watched him. They didn’t need cages, like the pets at the other stalls. He passed his eyes quickly over their faces, without meeting their eyes. He was close enough to reach out and touch them, and some of the potential buyers did just that, examining hands, teeth, the whites of the eyes, or asking questions of the clones themselves. Only that thin wire separated him from them, the free from the enslaved. His skin felt tight as his muscles tensed. He had to get away; he shouldn’t be here.

“I can acquire more of course, but I assure you these are prime examples,” the merchant was saying. “Less than a year from the vats, long enough to have proved themselves healthy in body and mind. You’ll have no surprises with these, I promise you.”

Express turned slowly to go, controlling his movements, fighting the desire to run.

“A man in the next square has the same, but more variety. Don’t you deal in any specialist lines?”

Express stopped to listen, clenching his hands by his sides. He examined the elderly gentleman who’d voiced it: a modded human, his ID shielded with top-of-the-range security. The merchant spotted the man’s potential as Express did, and moved to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with him, lowering his voice. Express had to move closer still to catch their conversation, concentrating on their words, thoughts of escape forgotten.

“Any particular lines in mind? Are you a collector? I keep my more select wares back for a private auction…” He paused. “What do you want, clone?”

Express felt the word like a blow to the chest. He stood rigid, forcing himself to lower his eyes, focusing on the steel toecaps of the merchant’s shoes.

“If your master wants to purchase my wares, he can do so in person,” the merchant said, and waved his hand to move Express on.

Express moved away, but he took up position on the other side of the square to observe their exchange. They had already forgotten him. The merchant put an arm around the shoulders of the older man, who braced his horn-topped cane against the ground, suffering the contact. He was clearly interested in the auction. If Randi was in Tulpiales, that was where she’d be. She was specialist, to say the least.

A flash of white as something exchanged hands. Express’s eyes followed it. It could be his ticket to Randi. He was perfectly still, but his heart was racing. This could be his chance.

As the man pocketed the ticket, a ping told Express his infiltrating program had finally broken the man’s security. He checked the ID. The customer was Herman Hobbs, who, according to his site, owned some of the larger agroplexes in Colombia and was in the process of buying up more. He would certainly have the credits to be a collector.

Hobbs set off across the square, swinging his cane. He did not need the thing to walk, but it kept the crowd at bay. Express followed him.


Chapter 10

Tulpiales had a different atmosphere at night, when the markets were empty and the tourists enjoyed the entertainment provided by the hotels and attached nightclubs. For Express, it was disorienting at first; he was used to NA, where night and day meant little. Here, it was like walking through another town entirely. It was a quiet town, full of dark doorways and narrow side streets, where anyone could be waiting for you to step out of view of the seccams.

Herman Hobbs hadn’t been keen to part with his auction ticket, until Express explained what information he had gleaned from his PAD and what he might do with it if disappointed. The ticket gave him an address not far from the clone market, in a newer part of the town where the roads crisscrossed each other. The map on his lenses showed it as a grid, and he weaved his way across it, taking empty streets where he could. He walked at a brisk pace, passing under streetlights rather than keeping to the shadows. He didn’t want anyone to think he had something to hide.

It looked like a warehouse, a large rectangular building with a corrugated double door. No lights or sounds leaked from inside. He waited in the doorway of a closed convenience store opposite and puffed alight the cigar he’d taken from Hobbs’s hand. He could recall the ticket details exactly without looking: the flashing digit he took to be his bidder number, the list of rules and warnings, the time of entry. He was a few minutes early, that was all. Someone would appear soon.

He was not the only eager customer. Two women wearing unfamiliar pale-pink uniforms approached the door to the warehouse, but it did not open for them. He checked on the Net, and couldn’t find a match for the uniform. Some ristie’s personal staff, possibly.

At 2200h, the hoppers began to arrive: sports hoppers painted like racers but without the power and big luxury models that took up half the street. Some had those fancy new engines with an ultrasonic whine, and they landed silently like enormous black moths. Express dropped the cigar and stamped on it. He might be the only clone to have tasted a Papa Classique, but it had tasted bitter anyway.

The double doors opened, revealing a soft light and a not-so-soft bouncer with a Skorpios FM44 strapped conspicuously to his side. Attractive, healthy-looking individuals wearing everything from designer denim to cocktail dresses to the latest bulletproof synthsilk overcoats exited the hoppers and filed slowly past the bouncer. The hoppers departed, and Express moved to the end of the growing queue of clones and personal staff, waiting for the risties to enter first. Express counted them through. Including himself, there were fifty individuals entering the warehouse. Enough of a crowd to lose himself in, but only just.

No one spoke as they entered, but as he drew closer to the door, Express heard music from inside the building, a classical score with a synthetic beat. The bouncer stopped some people and asked them to hand over their weapons, but most had known not to come armed. The line moved quickly, as though to keep up with the music.

Express was last in line. As his turn came, he pulled the ticket from his pocket. The bouncer took it, glanced at his face, and held up a hand. Express halted.

“It’s not yours,” the bouncer said.

“I am here to bid on behalf of Mr. Hobbs.”

The bouncer cocked his head, listening to a voice Express couldn’t hear. If they checked his story, they should find everything in order. If anything did go wrong, Herman Hobbs would find the details of his corrupt accounts leaking all over the Net in the morning.

The bouncer returned the ticket, and Express walked on through, into the empty warehouse and down the steps at the far end. He heard the doors bang shut behind him and the bleep of an electronic lock. He followed the other bidders down a hundred meters or so in semidarkness before stepping out into the auction.

The smugglers had converted a vast underground storage facility into a permanent auction house. Raised, podium-style terminals stood around the room so bidders would be visible to the crowd, which numbered many more than fifty. There must have been other entrances, but Express could not see them for the people. The raised stage in the center stood empty, but a holo light show spread over the ceiling, geometric shapes moving like dancers in time with the music, which seemed to rise from the floor itself. It was loud, but not so loud that the bidders couldn’t hold a conversation. The risties were networking, and a few Adonis- and Eve-model bioroids, still in good condition, moved among them with trays of drinks, offering compliments and promises to interested customers. One Eve flashed him a smile he found himself returning, before she registered him as a Tenma and moved on.

Express worked his way carefully to one of the terminals, and stood ready to bid in case Randi appeared. He had intended to access any logs at the auction if Randi was not among the clones for sale, but his PAD could not access the Net or even a local network. The place had been constructed with anonymity in mind, the terminals negating the need for PADs. Fortunately, he had already loaded up an empty credstick with phantom credits.

Express looked up at the terminal. If it was an isolated system, that was his only way in. If Randi was not here, he would have to find an excuse to use one, unless he found his way behind the scenes and posed as a member of the staff. He turned slowly, trying to identify employees. Apart from the obvious bioroids, the staff hid in the crowd, and they were human. He identified them by the way they watched the clients, and by the bulges in their jackets.

“Honored Guests!”

The music stopped, and a figure rose into position on the central stage, her hands raised for attention. Express moved forward, his eyes on those hands. She wore a floor-length blue dress, and diamonds glittered at her ears and in the choker at her throat, but one hand still wore the metallic glove. Maria. The virt display pulsed gently above her.

“Welcome to our auction! I know you’re all eager to see what we have on offer for you tonight. Let me just take a moment to remind you that no one is allowed to leave until the conclusion of the auction, and our staff will meet any of your needs in the meantime.”

She repeated herself in Spanish, and then walked off the stage into the crowd. Express tried to back away, but there was a wall of people behind him. His movement caught her eye, and she turned to face him, her mouth opening to ask something, but at that moment the first clones rose up to take her position on the stage. The crowd cheered and pressed forward, and Express managed to break through and away. He kept his pace steady; his success relied on Maria’s believing he was just another Tenma. With his hair slicked back, there was nothing unusual about his appearance. He found a different terminal to stand under, and hoped she hadn’t recognized him.

Two Omoi clones stood on the stage, a matching set in dark suits, with bulky metal collars around their necks. Not rare, but a new genotype on the market, and the crowd seemed impressed. Bidders took to the terminals, and the auction began in earnest. The bids appeared as virts floating in midair as they were made, and a secretary AI announced them for the crowd to cheer. Groups gathered at the base of the terminals, urging the bidders on, jeering enthusiastically as they dropped out.

Express spotted Maria as she returned to stand near the stage. She was accompanied by a broad, fierce-looking man with the telltale bulge in his jacket. Perhaps the sight of a Tenma was enough to make her nervous. It seemed she had knowingly betrayed him after all.

Li11ith used to say she didn’t take any chances, that she checked up on everyone she worked with. He did not want to consider that she had known. He had trusted her more than anyone, more than he should have. He had never turned down her contracts; she had no reason to deceive him. If she had asked him to smuggle clones out of NA for auction in Tulpiales, he would have done it. Li11ith would have told him—unless she thought he would object simply because he was a clone himself. She had always claimed she saw him as more, as a person in his own right, but that didn’t make it true.

The next clones were on the stage, some female line he didn’t know the name of, the first wave of a genotype that Jinteki had reconsidered and withdrawn. There was nothing visibly wrong with them, but the bidders were less enthusiastic, and the final price was considerably less than that of the Omoi. The next clones were not humanoid: oddities displayed together but bid for separately. They were drugged, docile. Only one tried to escape, some sort of miniature pachyderm, but its collar held it back, attached by an invisible force to the stage. There was a prototype Turtleback unit among them, but it just lay there with its limbs curled under its shell and didn’t move when prodded. A collector bought it anyway, but for a reduced price because of its state.

After that, Maria returned to the stage.

“I promised you something special, and as it happens we have two stars at our auction today. One you will recognize, a Hachi-Inu, which won’t be available to the general public in the near future because the NAPD has an exclusive contract. Of course, you are not the general public.” The crowd cheered, and Maria paused gracefully and with a smile before she continued. Express found himself drawn toward the stage. “The other is a unique treasure. Why be her when you can have her? There is no mark, there is no official line, there is only…” She took a step to the side and raised her hands as Express forced his way through to the front of the crowd. “Miranda Rhapsody!”

One of the megastar’s pop songs played as Randi emerged with the same bulky collar around her neck as the canine clone that lay at her feet. “Just take me,” the megaceleb’s prerecorded voice shrilled over the crowd. She was wearing a short white dress and someone had cleaned her up, removed any traces of wear or fatigue. She looked ready for a performance. In contrast, the snout of the Hachi-Inu was muzzled, its clawed hands bound tightly. It looked drugged, eyes open but breathing slowly. Express was no expert, but it had to be defective for Maria to get hold of it, and he feared for Randi’s safety if the drugs wore off.

“It’s not too late…”

Randi smiled dazzlingly at the cheering crowd, and Express wasn’t sure it really was her, after all. She had no reason to smile, unless it was her conditioning taking over. Maria moved to stand beside her, put her hands on Randi’s shoulders, scarlet nails bright against her skin. Express watched red nails and metal wires pinching as the woman talked, but Randi betrayed no discomfort.

“This is a once in a lifetime opportunity,” Maria said, the song fading out as she spoke. “But you’ll need to be careful with her if you win. Bid at your own risk!”

Express sprinted back to the nearest terminal as bidders scrambled onto the podiums.

“Big risk, big reward!” Maria shouted over the noise, and the words brought Express to a stop. A man barged past him and leapt up to bid.

Big risk, big reward. It was something Li11ith had said to him the last time he saw her, and numerous times before that. He had thought it was her mantra for him, but it must have been just something she said, part of her spiel.

It couldn’t be a coincidence. Maybe Maria had recognized him, and was taunting him. He looked back at the stage, and Randi caught his eye.

It was her. It didn’t matter about Li11ith or Maria or Jinteki or any of the bidders in his way. When someone dropped out, he would take that person’s place. He would win her with phantom creds that would disappear from Maria’s account before she’d had a chance to spend them.

Express stood motionless and listened to the bidding, but they were bidding for the canine clone first. He had time. He had only to wait. He watched Randi, but she did not look at him again. It might have drawn unwanted attention, he supposed. Maria stayed near her, a grin on her face, fingering her choker as though it was as uncomfortable as the clone collars.

Then Maria’s expression changed; the grin disappeared. She hurried off the stage and grabbed the secguard Express had noticed earlier, sending him off on some errand. She remained near the stage, glancing nervously about. Express repositioned himself so she wouldn’t see him if she looked his way.

The Hachi-Inu sold, and the winner stepped down from the nearest terminal, other buyers patting him on the back. Express elbowed his way forward and leapt up to take his place. He was exposed now, in danger if it was him Maria was worried about, but he had made his choice.

Express had been right about the terminal: it was part of a closed system. He put his ticket and credstick in the appropriate slots to verify his bids, and a holodial appeared for him to select and confirm amounts. He was the first bidder. No one cheered him on; the crowd preferred bidders who appeared in person. From his new vantage, he counted four exits, and then his eyes met Randi’s again. Her gaze lingered briefly before she lowered her eyes.

Someone screamed.

“Policía! Alto ahí!”

“Get down!”

More screams rose from the crowd, and some tried to run while others dropped to the floor. Shots fired at the ceiling disappeared into the swirling display. Express jumped from the terminal toward the stage, making for Randi, pushing aside panicking risties and dodging Maria’s goons as they drew their weapons. Randi stood, swaying slightly, like she’d been shot. She dropped to her knees and reached for him, the collar keeping her on the stage. There was no blood. He reached for her hands as more shots rang out, and someone grabbed him by the shirt.

“I’m confiscating you,” the cop said at his ear. Express twisted in his grasp, trying to break free, then stopped struggling as cold metal pressed against the small of his back.

“I thought you were dead,” Express shouted over the chaos, turning his head to catch a glimpse of the cop’s face in his lenses. It must have been close; the man’s sunken eyes were bloodshot and his skin had a greyish tinge.

“Get down!” the detective commanded as he crouched with Express beside the stage and a spray of bullets exploded above them.

“Randi!” Express jerked away and managed to raise his head above the edge of the stage before the detective pulled him back down. Randi was lying face down, but he had seen no blood.

“Let me get her down off the stage,” Express begged, “or she’ll die up there.”

The cop shot the bouncer once with his pistol, and the big man fell from the terminal he’d perched on, landing with his FM44 underneath him. A man with a shotgun took aim but was taken out by a green-uniformed cop as he ran.

“Detective Tomson!” the local cop shouted. “One of ours alerted them when we arrived!”

“Where’s my partner?”

The man opened his mouth to answer as he reached them, but his body jerked with an impact to his back, and he fell forward. A woman tripped over him, screamed, and fell beside him, blood blossoming over her pink uniform jacket. Bruce spotted a man with a shotgun standing behind a terminal even as Express pointed him out, and took him out with a single shot.

“Look around you,” Express said. “It’s not me you want.”

Bruce said nothing; he had his hand at his ear, gun pointing up in the air, trying to hear something over the echoing shots and screams and general chaos.

Express tried to rise, but the cop wouldn’t release his grip.

“You can get her collar off?” Bruce asked.

“Yes.”

“Then I’ll let you up, if you free the dog first.”

“What?”

“Trust me. They obey cops, and I could use its help.”

Express didn’t argue. The cop released him, and he clambered up onto the stage. Randi had her hands over her head and was shaking.

“Hold on,” he said. The Hachi-Inu was sitting up beside her, round blue eyes open, the drugs wearing off. Express hoped the cop knew what he was doing. He connected his PAD to its collar. He might not have Net access, but he had a few programs he could transfer that would have to be enough.

Express tried to ignore the firefight as he worked, the reverberating noise threatening to deafen him. He ducked as a bullet whizzed over his head, and the collar finally unlocked. He twisted it open with a crunch and tossed it aside. The bindings around the canine’s clawed, humanlike hands were just awkward, tightly knotted. He began to work them loose. The clone’s fur was fuzzy and stiff, rubbing the skin of his fingers quickly raw.

“Here, I’ve got it,” the cop said, joining him. He took a knife to the cords, and Express left him as Bruce started on the muzzle.

Randi’s collar was already unlocked; Express’s program had disabled all those on the same system, and he had it off in seconds. It gave the other clones a chance, but they would have to take it themselves. He pulled Randi from the stage and she surprised him by grabbing a pistol from the hands of the nearest corpse.

“Let’s get out of here,” she said.

She was right; they had to move. The crowd was in turmoil around them, but someone had opened one of the doors and people were running for the exit, thinning the mass of bodies. Express took Randi’s free hand.

“Keep close,” he said.

He dragged her by the hand and forced himself through the crowd. They would be safer in the middle. The auction’s guests were moving in one mass now, scrambling for escape as the Tulpiales cops and Maria’s goons killed each other, stepping over the bodies on the floor.

Their progress was too slow, and Express couldn’t see the exit for the people. He looked over his shoulder, to see if there was another way out. He saw Maria at the back of the crowd, smiling at him, a pistol in her hand. He pulled Randi down and the shot hit someone else he couldn’t see because of the screaming, the frantic pushing. Some people broke from the mass and ran back into the room.

Express pulled Randi on toward the exit, and it appeared, an open doorway. Maria’s secguard stood pressed to the wall beside it, holding a pistol up, as though protecting Maria’s customers as they passed through. He lowered his pistol toward Express, the crowd parting as he moved toward them, people backing away from the gun. Express tried to hold Randi back as she raised her weapon.

He heard Randi gasp as Maria appeared and wrapped her hands tightly around Randi’s throat, the metal wires of her glove digging into the clone’s flesh. Randi dropped the pistol and Maria kicked it away into the crowd.

“Funny, I didn’t think you were on the guest list,” Maria sneered, pulling Randi away.

“Don’t try anything,” the secguard said, driving Express back toward the stage with the gun pressed to the side of his head. Express moved slowly, looking for an opening, aware of Randi’s eyes on him as her hands grasped at Maria’s in vain.

“How does it feel?” he heard Maria taunt Randi. “You marked me with that shoelace. Do you think you’re so valuable you won’t die for that?”

Express stopped, hearing the hatred in Maria’s tone, afraid she might mean it.

“Move it, or I’ll shoot,” said the secguard beside him.

He stood still. His eyes were on Randi. Maria grinned with malice as Randi gasped for air, her eyes on him, wide, desperate. He tensed, ready to run.

“Bad choice,” warned the secguard.

A Synap shrieked, and the secguard shook, misfiring up over Express’s head as his body jerked, caught in the flickering blue energy. It engulfed him for a moment before flickering out. His body fell heavily to the floor, revealing Detective Nisei standing behind him. Maria let go of Randi to pull her gun on the detective, but Express had been waiting for his chance. He transferred a program he’d readied for her and watched as her metallic glove overloaded, burning her hand and sending a surge of energy through her body. The smell of cooked meat filled the air. Randi backed away as Maria screamed and convulsed, lost her footing, and fell, gagging on her tongue.

“I cannot let you leave,” the detective said, pointing her pistol at Express.

A piercing, inhuman screech made them pause.

“Caprice!” Randi shouted, pointing. Caprice ran to Bruce. Her partner was on the ground, wrestling with the Hachi-Inu as the frenzied creature clawed at his face. Express knew the Synap pistol wouldn’t do them much good. He bent down, pulled the secguard’s gun from his twitching hand, and fired at the canine clone twice. No hesitation.

The cop threw the dog aside, and Express didn’t wait for the detectives to give him permission. He saw the exit was finally clear, grabbed Randi’s hand, and ran.


Chapter 11

Bruce’s wounded face was already looking better when they reached the local police station, thanks to a quick injection, and he was smiling. He had asked Caprice not to tell the commissioner about his miscalculation with the Hachi-Inu, but she’d pointed out the mistake hurt no one but him. Besides, the presence of their prisoner soothed his hurt pride. Maria Webb was half conscious, mumbling to herself in the back of the hopper. Caprice had ensured that Webb received emergency medical treatment when the backup arrived, but the detective wasn’t willing to let the woman out of her sight. Webb was working for someone, and Caprice wanted to know whom, but until the woman regained her senses it was going to be nearly impossible to find out.

“Are you sure you are up to this?” Caprice asked her partner as the hopper landed.

“Wouldn’t want to miss it,” he said. “I know I made a bit of a mess of things in there, Caprice, but we did good in the end.”

“The Tenma escaped.”

“In the face of all this, does that really matter? We’ve uncovered something a whole lot bigger than one rogue clone. Besides,” he paused, grinning at her. “Off the record, I’m glad they got away.”

“You are?” He was telling the truth, she could feel it, but why?

“Let’s just say, working with you has had me thinking a lot about clones. I’m glad those two have a chance at a happy ending, that’s all.”

Caprice returned his smile. Someone or something had disabled the collars keeping the clones prisoner, and more than a few had fled the scene by the end. Both detectives had deliberately turned their attention elsewhere. They were more alike than she’d allowed herself to think. Given time, they might become good friends. Or perhaps they already had.

Behind them, their prisoner groaned.

“Let’s get her inside,” Bruce said.

As they stepped from the hopper, Caprice’s PAD vibrated.

“It’s Jinteki,” she said.

“I got this,” Bruce smirked, pulling Webb from the hopper with his bandaged hands. “I promise not to take all the credit.”

Caprice sat back in the hopper to make the connection. Toshiyuki would not be pleased she had disobeyed him, and she would have to be careful not to provoke him further.

“Senior Director,” she said. “How can I help you?”

“You found the Tenma, Caprice?”

She paused. She was used to Toshiyuki knowing her business, but he must have been keeping a close watch on her to respond so quickly. “I tracked him down,” she said.

“I told you he was no longer a concern.” His voice was carefully neutral, and she wondered if he was playing with her. She expected him to be furious, but if he was, he was hiding it well.

“My partner was not willing to give up the chase,” she said, “and I felt compelled to accompany him, to protect Jinteki’s interests.”

“I see.”

“We followed him to an illegal auction of Jinteki products: discontinued clone lines and defective clones believed to have been recycled. The Tenma escaped, but we have a woman in custody, one Maria Webb, who was working with her cousin Elizabeth Webb.”

“You followed your instincts, Caprice, and it paid off. This operation you uncovered was unfortunate. I congratulate you for your part in its exposure.”

There was nothing congratulatory in his tone, and his facial muscles were tight, as they were when he was displeased. She had been sure her decision to accompany Bruce to Tulpiales would have unpleasant consequences.

“Commissioner Dawn is satisfied with our work,” Caprice said.

“As is Jinteki,” he said. “What of the stolen property?”

“I’m afraid we were unable to recover it.”

“What will you put in your report?”

“As little as possible,” she promised.

A shadow moved past the window, and Caprice glanced up.

“I’m sorry, I have to go,” she said, breaking the connection without waiting for permission.

Something was wrong. She relaxed her hold on her psi and gasped as fear washed over her, chilling her. She exited the hopper and drew her Synap, trying to hold it steady, but her hands were shaking.

She glimpsed a dark figure at the end of the street, but it was gone before she took a step. Caprice ran for the station door, saw the blood splattered across the transplas. She opened her psi until the pain was too much and she had to close it down again.

The door slid open and she forced herself to step through, but she already knew what she would find.

Maria Webb wouldn’t be answering any of her questions, and Bruce Tomson wouldn’t be able to accompany her back to NA. Caprice sank to her knees.

Randi watched Express as he watched the Tulpiales police take turns posing on his new Qianju. They had officially commandeered it, but they hadn’t yet figured out how to bypass Express’s security measures and actually get the thing moving. His knuckles were white as he gripped the edge of the carboconcrete wall, his expression furious as he peered over it at the cops.

Randi knelt beside him, wondering if it would be dangerous to suggest they take a different vehicle. She wanted to get out of Tulpiales, wanted to get back on the road. Her PAD was back in her pocket, its weight comforting, her connection to the world restored. Express had seemed so proud to be able to give it back to her, like it mattered more than getting her away from that horrible woman. She hoped the burning glove had really hurt Maria. She hoped the woman’s hand would never heal.

“When I say run,” Express whispered, interrupting her thoughts, “run for the ramp there. Not the bike, that ramp there, okay?”

“Got it,” Randi nodded.

The whine of the electromagnetic engine startled the cops, and they laughed nervously at each other. The one in the seat threw his arms out, thumbs up. Randi watched, poised to run, her fingers tingling with nervous energy. The sensies were lies, really; there was no way of replicating the excitement of a life-or-death struggle. This was real.

“Run!”

She ran. The Qianju flew down the ramp, the unwelcome passenger flying from the seat. Express got to it first and leapt on, hoisted her up behind him, and took the controls as it performed a bootleg turn. Randi’s body jerked back but she gripped the bike between her thighs and threw her arms around Express. The cops were still scrambling for their guns as the hopperbike swooped out through the open exit on the level below them. Randi let out a whoop of excitement like she remembered Express doing once.

“Won’t they chase us?” she shouted as they rose above the town.

“Let them!” he called back. “They can follow us all the way to Brazil if they want—they’ll never catch us.”

“What about ChiLo?”

“You’ll be just as free in Brazil.”

“Thinking beyond the job,” she said.

Express turned his head to flash a smile. Behind him, she saw the flow of traffic heading east.

“Free is free,” he said, “and I don’t want to waste any more time.”

Randi silently agreed. She grinned to herself, the adrenaline and relief combining into some sort of euphoria. She was living, and it was better than performing. Her heart soared.

She looked back: no sign of pursuit yet.

“So you’re seeing it through now,” she said at his ear, “even though you’ve already got the money.”

“Already spent the money,” he said, moving into a gap between cargohoppers to put them in the shade.

“On the bike?”

“Yep.”

She laughed and wrapped her arms tighter around him. “I like it.”

The undulating wail of a siren rose on the wind.

“Let’s see how fast this thing can go!” she shouted, smiling as Express steered them up over the skylane, away from regulated traffic, and into the bright open sky.


About the Author

Lisa Farrell, mother of two, spends her days impersonating baddies and dying in amusing ways. By night, she writes fiction and aspires to being a professional geek.




Her grip on reality is irrelevant.




Follow her occasional tweets @lisamrc8.








[image: NAD08-ad]








[image: NAD07-ad]




OEBPS/images/title.png
An

SEBRST

Nouella

Exodus

by Lisa Farrell

Fantasy Flight Games





OEBPS/images/NAD07-ad.png
A )
MONSTER SLAYER

> DANIEL LOVAT CLARK

A veteran of the
War, Reina can't stop
fighting. Only now, she’s no longer
on Mars, and she’s no longer a
25\ soldier. Scarred by her time as
2 an Electronic Warfare Service
drone operator, Reina has
transformed herself into a
notorious cybercriminal, and
she’s turned her hatred of
the Weyland Consortium
| into a personal crusade.
Her goal? Expose the corp’s
machinations and exact
vigilante justice.

>
WWW.FANTASYFLIGHTGAMES.COM

©2016 Fantasy Flight Games. Android and all associated characlers, character names, and distnive
[} fikenesses thereof, Fanasy Flight Games, and the FFG logo are rademarks owned by Fantasy Fight Games.






OEBPS/images/NAD08-ad.png
MONITOR

LEIGH ALEXANDER

Three young Breaker Bay

grads dream of making a
difference in the world—

and becoming Network
celebrities— away from the i
desks of their dreary MegaBuy
call center jobs. After they recover
an NBN executive’s PAD at a protest
in Broadcast Square, it seems Lana
Rael and her friends, Johnny and
Tim, might finally have their
chance to discover the truth

behind NBN’s saccharine and
explosively popular franchise,
Sunshine Junction.

But when the aspiring activists
stumble into the corporation’s all
seeing eye, they find themselves
in the limelight—and not in the
way they hoped.

WWW.FANTA@[YFLIGHTGAMES.COM

©2016 Fantasy Fiight Games. Anoroid and all associated characlers, character names, and distnctive
lienesses thereof, Fanasy Fight Gaimes, and the FFG logo are rademarks owned by Fantasy Flight Games.






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
IRERRAAATE

SNAOX13





