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   Thomas Miller was muddled.  His memory, his life, his vision, it was all muddled.  Mixed up beyond repair.  
 
   This is what he knew. He knew he loved her. He had only known her for three days, but every minute of those days was spent falling madly in love with her.  The second he saw her he knew without knowing that every rotation of his world spun for her.  The air that circulated in and out of his lungs, the blood that pumped through his veins, the little sparks of electricity that pushed thoughts around his brain , they were all for her.  
 
   He would be dead soon, but he didn’t care because she was safe.  She would see tomorrow and the next day and the next.  Years would pass and she would smile back at a friendly greeting from a neighbor, or at a child needing to be comforted, maybe it would even be her child.  Whatever the reason, whoever the recipient, the smile would belong to him.  Even if decades passed, that smile and every smile, as well as every roar of laughter, and yes, the sadness and fear too, they owed their existence to Thomas Miller.  
 
   He heard the decommission agents coming closer.  They were talking about a game, some sort of sport.  This was their job.  It was no more taxing than taking out the trash.  
 
   Thomas couldn’t move, so he couldn’t see what they were doing, but the smell of blood was in the air, and he could feel the heat from the furnace at the end of the room.  The fear he had managed to escape was now creeping up on him.  It climbed up on his naked body and brought with it an unnatural chill.  It did this, fear, it took advantage of the signs of doom, the smells, the sounds, the feel, and it sank its claws into you and pulled you into the hollow darkness where it lived, torturing you without mercy.
 
   He closed his eyes and thought of her.  Fear could not find him if he was with her, even if it was just in his muddled mind.
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   Sex.  
 
   It was his first thought. 
 
   He was not fully awake, but he was fully aroused.  He wasn’t sure why.  He didn’t care why.  
 
   Time passed.  He didn’t know how much.  People, strangers, approached and talked in muffled voices.
 
   “A dream,” was the only word that was spoken clearly. 
 
   More time passed, before the need to sleep slipped away.   He opened his eyes and stared at a tile ceiling trying to connect the dots of his life.  
 
   A buzzing noise shifted his attention to his right, and he watched as a small acrylic smart phone vibrated across the flat surface of his night stand.  A soft female voice came out of the phone’s tiny speaker, “Good morning, Thomas Miller.  You have a job interview with Grant Bio-Synthetic Industries today.  Shall I start the shower?”
 
   Thomas rubbed his face and yawned.  Sitting up he moaned, “Give me a minute.”  He recalled the muffled voices he had heard earlier and realized he had indeed been dreaming.  
 
   His phone beeped.  “Fifty seconds remaining, Thomas Miller.”
 
   “Remaining?  What are you talking about?”
 
   “There are now approximately 46 seconds remaining until I start the shower.”
 
   Thomas rolled his eyes.  “I didn’t literally mean a minute.  It’s a figure of speech.”
 
   There was a brief moment of silence before the voice on the phone said, “Recalculating based on figurative interpretation of your request.”
 
   Thomas stood.  “There’s really no need…”
 
   “Time until shower is started cannot be calculated based on a figure of speech.  Would you like to give me a more literal directive?”
 
   Slipping his feet into a pair of flip flops, Thomas groaned and said, “Yes.  I would like you to literally start the coffee.”
 
   “Coffee brewing now.”
 
   Thomas walked to the bathroom and took a leak.  “Remind me what this job interview’s for?”
 
   “This morning’s scheduled job interview is for a decommission agent position with Grant Bio-Synthetic Industries.”
 
   He furrowed his brow and shrugged.  “Why am I drawing a blank?”
 
   There was a pause.  “I cannot address your question as I do not know how to draw a blank…”
 
   He shook his head.  “Never mind, it’s another figure of speech.   Tell me about Grant Bio-Synchronistic.”
 
   Another pause.  “I believe you mean Grant Bio-Synthetic Industries.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s it.  What do they do?”
 
   “They manufacture and supply therapeutic bio-synthetic humanoids for the mental health industry.”
 
   “Bio-synthetic humanoids?  Like clones?”
 
   “Your coffee is ready, Thomas Miller.”
 
   Thomas exited the bathroom and made his way through the micro- apartment to the kitchen.  He lifted a metal door on the wall near the sink and retrieved a piping hot cup of coffee from a warm shelf.  
 
   The soft female voice of the phone continued.  “A review of Grant Bio-Synthetic Industries’ 22,000 patents on their manufacturing process makes no reference to cloning.  Bio-synthetic humanoids contain no natural biological material, so it is my determination that bio-synthetic humanoids and clones are not alike.”
 
   “So, we’re talking robots?”
 
   “We are not,” the phone answered.  “Bio-synthetic humanoids are 100% biological.”
 
   Thomas sipped on his coffee.  “I don’t understand.  Synthetic means fake, right?”
 
   “That could be one interpretation of the word synthetic, Thomas Miller, but in this case it refers to a chemical process that simulates natural biological material.”
 
   Confused Thomas said, “What?”
 
   There was a pause.  “Are you having trouble hearing me or do you still not understand?”
 
   Thomas swallowed a big gulp of coffee.  “I’m having trouble caring this early in the morning.”  He walked to the refrigerator and looked inside.  “You said therapeutic.  What does that mean?  How can a bio-synthetic humanoid be therapeutic?”
 
   “They stimulate hormonal balance in clients to alleviate stress and, in the process, they effectively reverse the physical and psychological toll stress tends to have on the human body.”
 
   Thomas located a half-eaten piece of cake in the back of the refrigerator.  “How exactly do they do that?  Are they massage therapists or something?”
 
   “Negative.” There was a pause as the smart phone’s computerized valet accessed the public records.  “This therapy involves intense sexual contact coupled with euphoric emotional bonds and other external stimuli that safely elevate the body’s vital faculties.”
 
   Thomas stopped stuffing cake into his mouth.  “Intense sexual contact? You’re shitting me?”
 
   “I am not equipped for such a function.”
 
   He swallowed the cake. “They sell sex?”
 
   “No. They supply therapeutic bio-synthetic humanoids to the mental health industry…”
 
   “Blah, blah, blah,” Thomas said.  “They’re a fucking whorehouse.  How in the hell did I get a job interview with them?”
 
   “You completed an online qualifying exam 56 days, 15 hours, and 13 minutes ago.    An employee of Grant Bio-Synthetic Industries, a Melissa Pope, sent you a text message congratulating you on your outstanding score 18 days, 21 hours, and 6 minutes ago, at which time she also sent you a meeting request for today’s interview.  Per your instructions, I confirmed the meeting and responded with a message expressing your appreciation for the opportunity.  She in turn requested that you not divulge to anyone the nature of your meeting.”
 
   Thomas chuckled.  “I must have been hung over or drunk.”  He shoved more cake into his mouth.  “Looks like I’m going to be a pimp.”
 
   “Correction. The position you are interviewing for is decommission agent…”
 
   “Whatever that is.”
 
   A long pause.  “There is no job description available for the position.”
 
   “I gave you a job description,” Thomas said with a mouthful of cake.  “It’s a mother-fuckin’ pimp!” 
 
   “I can send a query to their database for more details if you wish?
 
   “Nah,” Thomas said washing down the cake with some coffee. “Start the hot water.  This pimp needs to get clean and get his money.” 
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   A chubby bespectacled woman sat next to Thomas on the air shuttle and smiled politely.  He smiled back and fiddled with his tie.  The shuttle floated above the city skyline while personalized hyper-directional ads played from speakers in the back of each seat.  Thomas was in the middle of listening to a commercial for a breakthrough drug that eliminates flatulence when the woman spoke to him.
 
   “We’re watching you, Mr. Miller.”
 
   Thomas turned to her not sure if he had actually heard her correctly.  “I’m sorry?”
 
   “We know about your interview.”
 
   Thomas looked at her closely and then searched the shuttle for this ‘we’ she spoke of.
 
   “Do you know what Grant Bio-Synthetics does?”
 
   He hesitated.  “I’m sorry, but who are you?”
 
   Ignoring his question she said, “They exploit human beings, enslave them, rape them, use them for depraved and perverted purposes, and then they discard them like most people discard disposable razors.”
 
   Thomas looked around for another seat.
 
   “But that doesn’t even begin to scratch the surface of their insidiousness.”
 
   “Listen, I’m just going in for a job interview…”
 
   “Yes, as I told you, we know.”
 
   “Who’s this ‘we’?”
 
   “Not important.  What you need to know is that your life is about to change, drastically.  Whether it changes for the good of many or the good of one is up to you.”
 
   “Lady,” Thomas said, “it’s just a fucking job interview.  It’s my tenth in the last two weeks.  Nothing has panned out, and I don’t expect this one to be any different.”
 
   She flashed her polite smile again.  “I’ve seen your score from the qualifying exam, Mr. Miller. I’ve never seen anyone score higher.  You’re the best candidate they’ve had in the history of the company.  If you don’t get the job, I’d be surprised.”
 
   Despite the fact that the woman was clearly out her mind, her confidence in his chances at getting the job made him feel better.
 
   The shuttle pilot announced that Thomas’ stop was next.  
 
   The chubby woman leaned in and whispered, “There is a resistance, Mr. Miller.”
 
   “Resistance?”
 
   “To Grant Bio-Syn’s corrupt and pervasive stranglehold over this country’s government.”
 
   Thomas fought not to roll his eyes.  “You certainly are throwing a lot at me this morning…”
 
   “Because your test scores tell me one thing, Mr. Miller.  You are the resistance’s greatest hope to bring Grant Bio-Syn down.   We need you.  Millions of bio-synthetic humans need you.”
 
   The shuttle came to a stop at a hydraulic platform and Thomas quickly stood up.
 
   The woman grabbed his hand.  “For the good of many or for the good of one?”
 
   Before Thomas could move to the aisle, two heavily armed guards dressed in black combat fatigues entered the shuttle with weapons drawn.
 
   The tallest of the two spoke.  “Marion Frye, please step forward.”
 
   The chubby woman stood and turned to Thomas, “Do it for the good of the many, Mr. Miller.”  She quickly moved to the rear of the shuttle, opened the emergency exit, sounding an alarm in the process and jumped out of the shuttle.  She landed on an unsuspecting pedestrian 15 seconds later, killing them both instantly.
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   Thomas followed the man who introduced himself as Williams through the winding hallway.  Thomas examined the visitor’s pass around his neck and unsuccessfully tried to wipe a smudge clear of its laminate surface.   He was still a bit frazzled by the woman from the shuttle.  She was obviously nuts.  No sane person leaps to their death from a shuttle 2000 feet in the air, but she was a nut who knew who Thomas was and that he was headed for a job interview.  That sort of thing makes a person wonder.
 
   Williams, a short, thin, balding man, engaged Thomas in small talk as they walked.  “You from the city?”
 
   “Yes,” Thomas said.  “You?”  He asked the question even though he didn’t care at all.  His mind was still trying to apply logic to the events on the shuttle.
 
   “Yep.  Uptown? Downtown?”
 
   Thomas snickered.  “Shit town.”
 
   Williams smirked.  “Me, too.” 
 
   They turned a corner.
 
   “Doesn’t make sense though,” Williams said.  
 
   “What doesn’t make sense?”
 
   “I figured you for uptown.  The way Ms. Pope has been secretive about you and all.  I just thought you were some high roller.”
 
   “Secretive?”
 
   “Yep.”  They stopped at a door marked Orientation Auditorium.  “She said to give you the red carpet tour until she was ready for you.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   Williams nodded. “You ever had the occasion to use our product?” 
 
   Thomas shook his head.  “Can’t say that I have.”
 
   Williams grabbed the badge hanging around his neck.  “You’re in luck. We have a new client orientation going on right now.  We’ll go into a sound proof observation room and watch.  The guy giving the orientation is a total douche bag, Getman’s his name, but don’t let that color your opinion about what we do.”  He passed his badge over a card reader and they entered the back of the stadium-style auditorium.  Thomas was somewhat shocked to see a few of hundred people packed into cushioned seats.  Their attention was directed to a casually dressed older gentleman on a small stage.  Williams quietly guided Thomas into the sound proof room and turned on the speakers. 
 
   “I have a surprise for you, ladies and gentleman,” Getman said in a squeaky, high-pitched tone.  “You have encountered bio-synthetic humanoids on a number of occasions today.”
 
   A collective awe came from the group.
 
   “From the moment you signed in, our bio-syns have been all around you.  In fact, there are even some attending this orientation.”
 
   Nervous chuckles and gasps infected the group.
 
   “Here is the rub.  They don’t know it.  Or, should I say, you don’t know it?”  
 
   Now a hush came over the room.
 
   He held up a small rectangular device in his hand.  “This is a bio-syn controller.  We call it the clicker.  Normally, it is programmed for specific individuals, but for demonstration purposes, we’ve given it a universal signal. When I click this device, every bio-syn in this room will cease to function.  They won’t move.  They will become catatonic…”
 
   The speakers in the observation room filled with static.
 
   “Crap,” Williams said standing.  “This is the best part of the orientation.
 
   The static cleared and Thomas heard someone shout, “Over here!  This woman isn’t moving.”
 
   Someone else shouted.  “Neither is this guy!”
 
   Getman held up his hand to quiet the crowd.  “Those who are now motionless are our bio-synthetic humanoids, ladies and gentleman.  Either that or they are really bored with my presentation.”
 
   The crowd laughed apprehensively. 
 
   “Two clicks and they will be back with us.  They will have no memory of blacking out.  They will not know they’ve missed any time at all.  In fact, they will be sure that a number of you actually succumbed to the clicker.”
 
   The speakers went out again.
 
   “Crap!” Williams shouted.
 
   The static cleared and Thomas heard the crowd clapping.
 
   “You are all here today because you are part of a group package.  It’s a rare treat for us here at Grant Bio-Syn.  We normally assist with one-on-one matches, which have their value, don’t get me wrong.  But I believe these group sessions are far more fun and in a lot of ways much more stimulating.  It’s sex and intrigue and mystery – Damn, it’s just a balls-out good time.
 
   “You all received individualized packets some weeks ago describing your assignment for this weekend.  I trust that you’ve studied the material and watched the simulations we provided.  In addition, it’s imperative that you consumed the prepackaged meals we delivered to you.  I know you’ve all signed affidavits to that effect, but frankly that is just a measure to protect the company not you.  The meals are an important part of the equation in this therapy.  They’ve been designed to reduce the inhibitors in your personality that may prevent you from wholeheartedly participating in this weekend’s events.  You will be engaging in behavior that is outside of your norm.
 
   “But then again, that’s why you’re here, isn’t it?  To make a change in your life?  To give you a more tolerable view of your day to day existence…”    
 
   “Whoop!”  Williams lifted his watch and looked at the digital display.  Unbeknownst to Thomas it had vibrated, alerting Wilson to an incoming text.  “Looks like the iron lady is ready for you.  Come on, I’ll take you to the conference room.”
 
   “Iron lady?”
 
   Williams grimaced.  “I can’t believe I said that out loud.  Sorry, it’s just a habit.  Iron lady is what we call Ms. Pope.  Let’s just say she’s serious about her job.”
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   “We don’t sell sex, Mr. Miller.” This was Ms. Pope’s standard disclaimer when interviewing an applicant.  She would bait the poor jobless fool into either stating outright or hinting at the popular misconception that Grant Bio-Syn Industries was nothing more than legalized prostitution.  It was her “gotcha” moment, a way to make the job-seeker sweat.  She delivered the line the same way every time with a furrowed brow, downturned mouth, flared nostrils, and emphasis on the word ‘don’t.’  
 
   She would follow it by cocking her head to the left and saying with a smirk, “We sell lifestyle treatments.”
 
   Thomas sat across from the dour older woman and processed her statement.  “So your clients don’t have sex with the women?”
 
   “Females,” she said correcting him.  “We don’t refer to this division’s product as women.  They may look like women.  They may behave as women.  They may appear to be women in every conceivable way, but they are not women.  It’s something we cover in orientation should you get the job.  
 
   “And to your question, yes, our clients have sex with the females, in most cases anyway.  It is a crucial element of the treatment, but it’s not just sex.  It’s companionship.  It’s peace of mind.  It’s an escape from the stresses of our clienteles’ lives.  We provide relationships without the complications that come with attachment.  At the same time, we temporarily alter their day-to-day existence in ways that extend beyond the carnal.”
 
   Thomas cleared his throat and shifted nervously in his chair.  “I see.”
 
   Ms. Pope attempted a soft reassuring smile, but it didn’t fit on her angular face.  “We help people, Mr. Miller.  That is the long and the short of it.  Our product is recognized by the Government Office National Psychiatric Association as a prescribed treatment for stress-induced trauma, depression, addiction… name the diagnosis and the GONPA recommends our product as a safe and effective alternative to prescription medication.  Our product is covered under most comprehensive, high-end healthcare plans.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Thomas said. 
 
   Ms. Pope scanned the documents in the tablet on the conference table in front of her.  “You scored very well on our qualifying exams, Mr. Miller.  Top 99th percentile across the board.”
 
   He allowed himself to smile. “Thank you…”
 
   She held up a hand.  “I’ve found the tests to be almost useless in determining a candidate’s true qualifications for this job.” 
 
   He held onto the smile with everything he had.  “Really?”
 
   “There’s a reason decommission agents make upper management salaries in this company, Mr. Miller.  It’s a thankless, lonely job.  Most people don’t understand why any sane person would take the job.  It takes a special individual to perform the tasks of a decommission agent and not go out of their ever-loving minds.  Our qualifying tests are supposed to identify those applicants that are best suited for the job, but we’ve discovered the tests only have about a 35% success rate.”
 
   “Then why use them?”
 
   “Because while overall they don’t identify who would do well in the job, they do give clear indications about who won’t do well.  Your high scores got you here, Mr. Miller, like 89 people before you.  I have passed 12 people onto the training program.  I am happy to say of those 12, four will be concluding their five-year rotation in three months.  The other eight have all been exemplarily employees, and I anticipate they will complete their rotations on time, and enjoy an early retirement with full salary for the rest of their lives.”
 
   Thomas shifted in his chair again. Leaning in closer he said, “Retirement?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “After five years?”
 
   “Yes.  Full pay. Full medical.  All the benefits they enjoyed during their employment.”
 
   He leaned back and tried to conceal his excitement.
 
   “I’m surprised you didn’t know.  That’s what attracts most applicants.”
 
   Thomas considered his reply.  “My primary interest is working for Grant Bio-Syn, Ms. Pope.  I’ve always admired the company’s community-driven initiatives.  Particularly, your donations to public school systems.” He knew nothing about the company’s community-driven initiatives or donations to public school systems, but it was his experience as a seasoned job-seeker that those were the things most companies touted.  
 
   She rolled her eyes.  “I couldn’t give a shit about education, Mr. Miller.  The company couldn’t give a shit about education.  Appeasing the public with community-driven initiatives, as you put it, is window dressing for those in Congress who support us.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   “But I appreciate your attempt to bullshit me.  It makes the world go ’round.”   She reached across and pressed a button on a panel in the center of the table.  A door at the opposite end of the room slid open revealing a nude woman.  “This is Cora, Mr. Miller.”
 
   Thomas stared at the woman with a slack jaw and wide eyes.  She wasn’t just a nude woman.  She was a beautiful nude woman with a flawless body. He fixated on her sparkling blue eyes and rich, full lips, and fought the urge to take in the rest of her out of a sense of embarrassment and unexpected chivalry.  But he eventually allowed his eyes to wander over to her straight dark hair.  He soon discovered the thick lustrous mane rested on her narrow shoulders, which introduced him to breasts that crested in two soft divine domes a few inches below her shoulders.  The curve of her breasts stretched her golden skin taut and gave it an almost glass-like appearance. How could he not look? Her stomach was supple and flat.  His eyes fell on her smooth, bare pubic area and locked onto the seemingly carefully crafted structure of her vagina.  The lips protruded ever so slightly, and he found himself wanting to kiss them.  The firm, muscular thighs matched the perfect structure of the rest of the body, as did her calves and feet.
 
   “The Cora model was this company’s first successful bio-synthetic unit.  We now have 500 other models to choose from.”
 
   With his eyes still locked on Cora, he asked, “I don’t exactly understand what Bio-synthetic means.  I know it’s not like clones…”
 
   “That is a common mistake.  Clones are exact duplicates of natural-borns.  Bio-synthetics are engineered humanoids created without humans as source material. We synthesize stem-cells to create bio-synthetic super-enhanced human-like beings.  The exact process is unimportant, but we create what nature is unable to create.”
 
   “I can see that,” Thomas said now staring at Cora’s erect nipples.
 
   “Cora,” Ms. Pope said, “please introduce yourself to Mr. Miller.”
 
   Cora stepped through the doorway and approached Thomas.  The muscles in her thighs and calves contracted and relaxed with each step.  Her round ass jiggled just enough to send the blood rushing to the penis of any heterosexual man who laid eyes on it. She extended her hand to Thomas.  “How do you do, Mr. Miller? My name is Cora.”
 
   Thomas stood awkwardly and shook her hand.  “Hi…”  He bent slightly to conceal his growing erection.
 
   “Cora, tell Mr. Miller what you do for us,” Ms. Pope said.
 
   The nude woman considered her request.  “I do whatever I am told to do.”
 
   “I see.  In that case, I would like you to beg Mr. Miller to allow you to perform oral sex on him.”
 
   Thomas’ eyes opened wide.  “What?”
 
   Cora ran her tongue across her lips and her eyes dropped down to his crotch. She ran her fingers through her hair and blew out a long warm breath.  “Oh, my... I’m not sure… I’m sorry to be so forward, Mr. Miller, but I couldn’t help but notice…” She bit her bottom lip and giggled.  “Well, to put it bluntly, I couldn’t help but notice you have a huge cock hidden in those pants.”
 
   Thomas scooted back in his chair and turned to Ms. Pope.  “Is this for real?”
 
   Ms. Pope was peering down at her tablet.  “Pretend I’m not here, Mr. Miller.”
 
   “But…”
 
   Cora ran the tip of her index finger across her clitoris and squealed with delight.  “I feel so naughty, Mr. Miller.  I don’t normally do this sort of thing, but it’s that bulge in your pants.”
 
   “I’m... I’m... I’m… What am I supposed to do?” Thomas asked as he pushed back his chair.
 
   “You’re supposed to let me suck that big cock of yours, Mr. Miller,” Cora said. “Ooh, you’re making me so wet.”
 
   “Cora,” Ms. Pope said calmly, “that’s enough.  Take a seat.”
 
   Cora did as requested.
 
   “What was that?” Thomas asked as he struggled to catch his breath.
 
   “That was a demonstration of our “Amiable” personality configuration.  It is our baseline persona.  Additional configurations are added during the customization process.  It appears our conditioners also added a bit of flirtatious flare to her as well.”
 
   “Additional configurations?”
 
   “Our clients have different needs and desires.  We cater to them all.  Some want the supportive girlfriend persona.  Some want the dominatrix.  Some want the submissive. Some want what would be considered deviant and depraved experiences.  We do not judge.  We simply condition our units with personas prescribed by licensed therapists.”
 
   “This one is ‘amiable’?”
 
   “They all are.  As I said, it is the baseline persona.”  She pulled a clicker from her pocket.  “Once the unit is customized, the “Amiable” persona can only be accessed with this device.  It shuts down the customization and returns the unit to a manageable state.”
 
   Thomas scanned Cora up and down.  “Manageable state?”
 
   “Again, it’s a necessary failsafe. Our customized personas have to be authentic in order to be effective.  They don’t just seem real. They are real.  If your therapist prescribes a dominatrix, you get a dominatrix.  Pain and punishment are her primary directives.  It can be dangerous.  When things go too far, a manageable state is necessary.”
 
   Thomas leaned in and examined Cora’s face while she stoically stared straight ahead.   “Can she hear us?”
 
   “She can, but she won’t acknowledge you until I direct her to do so.”
 
   He chuckled despite all efforts to hold it in.  “This is amazing.”
 
   “We have a highly skilled R&D staff, Mr. Miller.”  
 
   “I’ll say,” Thomas said.  “To be honest, this is the hottest woman I have ever seen.”
 
   “Female, Mr. Miller.”
 
   “Right, female.”
 
   “And I’m glad you like her because she’s yours.”
 
   Thomas turned to her with a confused expression. “Mine?”
 
   “For 72 hours.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   Ms. Pope crossed her arms and cocked an eyebrow.  “I’m letting you take her home for the next three days.”
 
   “Does that mean I got the job?”
 
   “No, we’re not quite there yet.  I want you to familiarize yourself with our product for the next 72 hours.  At the end of which time, she will be returned here and you will observe her being decommissioned by one of our agents.”
 
   “What then?”
 
   “You’ll go through your final evaluation with me.  If all goes well, you’ll be offered a job, and should you take it, you will never have another financial concern in your lifetime.”  She handed him a piece of paper.  “Our staff therapist examined your test results and prescribed this customization for you.  There are three personality types that will be conditioned into this Cora unit at the conclusion of our meeting.”
 
   Thomas attempted to read the therapist’s notes, but he couldn’t make out the handwriting.
 
   Ms. Pope allowed a small laugh to escape her lips and said, “It took me several minutes to decipher the prescription as well.  Luckily our conditioners are adept at reading Dr. Getman’s handwriting.”  She took the note from him and looked it over.  “Personality number one is known as Girlfriend Supportive.  Cora will find everything you do interesting.  She will think your ideas are brilliant.  If you paint, she will love your paintings.  If you write poetry, she will insist that you publish.”
 
   “I don’t do either of those things.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.  She will love whatever you do.  Personality number two is the Tease.  She likes to have fun.  She will make jokes.  She’ll do a striptease to get you in the mood only to refuse your sexual advances with a wink and a nod.  Simply put, she will tease you in any way she can just to make things fun and exciting.”
 
   “Why would I want that?”
 
   “Don’t ask me,” Ms. Pope said, “These personas were determined to be the best fit for you based on your test results.”
 
   He wanted to roll his eyes, but he stopped himself.  “What’s the third personality type?”
 
   Ms. Pope looked at him with a disapproving glare.  “The third type, which is the overriding persona, the primary personality, if you will, is the Porn Star.” 
 
   “Porn star?”  Now he fought the urge to jump up and down with utter joy.  
 
   “Come now, Mr. Miller.  Do I really need to explain that one to you?”
 
   He hesitated.
 
   “Fine.  Cora will crave you.  She will need unbridled physical attention from you.  She will hunger for you, Mr. Miller.”
 
   He felt his heart race. “I just don’t understand how a therapist looked at my test results and determined I wanted a prick-teasing, porn star girlfriend.”
 
   “I assure you these results are based on decades of research.  It’s a scientific construct of a mate that will perfectly balance the chemistry levels in your brain. At the end of three days, you will feel better adjusted emotionally and physically than you ever have before.  For some, the adjustment is permanent.  For others, it last years.  In very few instances, the effect only lasts months.  But, if that is the case, a client may simply get the prescription refilled.”
 
   “Why only three days?”
 
   “While our product is nearly perfect in human form and sexual appeal, it still has its limitations.  We have managed to create life out of nothing, but unfortunately, we cannot sustain that life for very long.  Their cellular structure and immune system are nearly indestructible for 72 hours, but by hour 73, living in a non-sterile environment is toxic to them.”
 
   “Toxic?”  He looked at Cora again.  
 
   Ms. Pope sighed. “Highly toxic, I’m afraid.”  
 
   “But, that seems like such a waste.  I mean to create something like this – like Cora only to have it last for three days.”
 
   Ms. Pope recognized the questioning look in his eyes.   He was wrestling with the morality of working for an industry that created throw-away human-like beings. “You needn’t concern yourself with Cora’s wellbeing, Mr. Miller.  Her life, albeit a short one, is lived entirely in the service of others.  She is created with a purpose, and she fulfills that purpose.  She will never question why she’s here or regret the path she’s taken.  She will simply spend the three days of her life enjoying every bit of it with a person she is intensely attracted to.  We should all be so lucky.”
 
   “And you’re sure this is legal?” Thomas asked half-jokingly.
 
    “We are tightly monitored by the FDA.  They examine our conception, incubation, and engineering specs.  They pour over our patient records, and they even helped devise our decommission policies and procedures.   We are fined severely for any violations.  Therapists can be stripped of their licenses for any improprieties, and our clients can incur significant penalties if they are found to be abusing the bio-synthetic program.”
 
    “But she looks just like a person.  I mean an incredibly beautiful person, but still….
 
   “She is enhanced in ways you cannot detect, Mr. Miller.  She appears perfect because she was constructed to adhere to laws of symmetry.  Upon conditioning, they will match her pheromone structure to be symbiotic with your pheromone structure.  We will tweak her DNA markers with a special protein compound to be a complement to your own unique DNA configuration.  It won’t change her appearance, but it will change the way she speaks, laughs, walks, crosses her legs when she sits, and a myriad of other things.  Her idiosyncratic behavior will be designed to optimize her compatibility with you.”  She held up the tablet.  “Every answer you’ve given on this test has been coded onto an electrical current that will be fed into her neural pathways.  She will know things about you that will stun and amaze you.  She will know what your favorite food is, what sport you like best, how much you love or hate your parents, how you like to be kissed, where you like to be kissed, what side of the bed you sleep on.”  She leaned back in her chair.  “Cora will be that part of you that has been missing.  Over the course of your time with her, you will notice things getting better.  You’ll smile more.  Your mind will stop racing.  You’ll enjoy life.”
 
   “I still don’t understand…” He started to question the three-day limitation when she held up a finger stopping him in anticipation of what he was going to say.
 
   “If we could overcome the 72 hour barrier, we would, but science can only do so much, Mr. Miller.  I agree that it is a shame, but these are the confines in which we must work.”
 
   Thomas sighed and considered the information.  “Are you sure it’s safe?  I mean what happens if I bring her back late.  I use the shuttle system, and those things are always off schedule.”
 
   “Under our guidelines, it’s perfectly safe.  Once you are re-introduced to this Cora unit after conditioning, our decommission agents start your countdown.  They will retrieve the unit at exactly 72 hours, not one minute later and not one minute earlier.  She will be injected with a tiny GPS tracker.  They will know her location at all times.  When it’s time to extract her, they will find you.  There are no worries on your end.  We’ve done this thousands of times.”
 
   He took one last look at the bio-synthetic sitting next to him. “Cora, do you want to spend the next three days with me?”
 
   Cora did not respond.
 
   “Cora, tell Mr. Miller you would love to go with him.”
 
   Cora turned and flashed Thomas a warm, friendly grin.  “I would love to go with you, Mr. Miller.”
 
   He looked at Ms. Pope.  “When do we get started?”
 
   Ms. Pope stood.  “Come with me.  We’ll need a few specimens from you, and then our conditioning crew will handle it from there.  Your unit will be ready to take home within the hour.”  Before she opened the door to the conference room she said, “One last thing, Mr. Miller. You’re to continue to keep your purpose for being here a secret.  As far as everyone is concerned, you are a priority client.  You mustn’t tell anyone you are here interviewing for a job as a decommission agent.  Understood?”
 
   Thomas nodded and followed her out of the room.
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   His maid sat on his personal assistant’s face and bucked wildly as her tongue tickled her swollen clit.  The maid’s uneven almost panicked shrieks filled the air. Neither woman had noticed that their boss had stopped barking out orders to them.  He sat gripping a photograph.
 
   His old eyes were playing tricks on him.  Senator Arthur Trelow, long since retired, dressed in a silk robe and pajamas, sat in his study and examined the photo of the nude woman and tried to convince himself he was not seeing what he was seeing.  The sex play he had ordered the two members of his staff to engage in served as nothing more than background noise.
 
   He knew her, the woman in the picture.  There was no mistaking the flawless skin, the impossibly perfect face, the faint come-fuck-me stare.  It was her all right. And she would do more than cast a shadow on his family’ legacy. She would smash it to smithereens.
 
   The fair brunette in the photo stood in a room littered with rubble.  Water stains crisscrossed the wall behind her.  A tile from the ceiling dropped down into the upper frame of the photo.  The juxtaposition of the perfect female form and the crumbling room was jarring.
 
   But that was not the most disturbing part of the photograph he held in his hand.  The most disturbing part was the photograph she held in her hand.  It was a picture of his son standing at a podium delivering a speech at a campaign fundraiser last year.   Someone was sending the Senator a message, and that someone was using a woman who had died some 35 years ago to deliver it. 
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   Grant Bio-Syn Industries left very little to chance.  The industrial complex was made up of four expansive wings called campuses.  The R&D campus was the largest by far.  It housed 7,600 employees dedicated to the advancement of bio-synthetic technology. They produced prototype female and male units and put them through a battery of tests using experimental procedures that the FDA hadn’t approved yet.  New personality types based on popular fictional characters were tested, most with unsatisfying results. Body types from both the comic book and Anime worlds were in the early stages of development to satisfy a growing need for what therapists called a hardcore fantasy neurosis.   
 
   Manufacturing was the second biggest campus with 1300 employees. Most of the workers were nothing more than highly skilled grunts with advanced degrees in bio-engineering, psychology, neurology, and bio-chemical anthropology.  The latter field of study was actually created to satisfy the needs of Grant Bio-Syn.  Everything in the manufacturing facility was tightly tied to strict procedures.  Even the slightest deviation could shut down production and cost the company tens of millions of dollars.  Automation was used when possible to minimize the chances of contamination, and the only tours of the facility were given to government inspectors.
 
   Campus three was dedicated to sales and marketing.  Seven hundred of the luckiest men and women on the planet.  They made ridiculous commissions and salaries for a product that sold itself.  A master’s level education was required, but it was an overkill qualification.  The sales reps were really nothing more than well-paid witnesses to contractual agreements between Grant Bio-Syn and therapists across the globe.  And marketing consisted of arranging year-round, city-to-city “conventions” that anyone in the psychiatric industry could attend to receive free vouchers to take a bio-synthetic for a test drive.  
 
   Campus four was the smallest and dreariest of the campuses with 400 employees under the roof of one building.  It was a campus in name only.  There was nothing fun or inviting about it.  Fewer than 20% percent of the employees worked with the bio-synthetics.  They were the decommission agents and their supervisory staff.     The other 80% of the workforce on campus four were made up of therapists, medical personnel, members of the clergy, and pharmacists whose sole purpose was to help decommission agents deal with the stress of their duties.  The decommission agents were required to wear white masks that covered their faces to conceal their identities from the other 9600 employees at Grant Bio-Syn, but they weren’t hard to spot at company-sponsored functions after hours.  They were the ones with permanent scowls and slumped shoulders, and prone to angry outbursts.
 
   After getting his cheek and underarm swabbed, Thomas waited in what was called the Bio-Syn Cantina on campus three.  It was a bar, but not just any bar.  It was set up as a safe meeting place for patients and their bio-synthetics.  There were Bio-Syn Cantinas in every major city in North America, South America, and most metropolitan areas in Europe and Asia. They were all designed exactly alike and admittance was only made available to Grant Bio-Syn clientele.  The wait staff was even trained to help facilitate smooth interactions between customers and bio-synthetics.
 
   As soon as Thomas entered the cantina, the hostess directed him to a stool at the end of the bar.  There were half a dozen other customers sitting at tables throughout the establishment; four singles and two couples.  An unbelievably good looking man, who was impeccably dressed, sat with an olderwoman.  He appeared to be charming the pants off her.  Thomas pegged him right away as a bio-synthetic.  As he did with the gorgeous, leggy blonde in the corner whose double Ds were practically popping out of her skin-tight dress. She was feeding nachos to a fat, bald guy with tufts of black hair growing out of his ears.
 
   Thomas turned to the mirror behind the bar to see how pathetic he looked.  He was wearing a suit that was too big, and his prematurely graying hair was uncharacteristically kempt.  Nothing about him looked right, not to him.  He questioned whether he wanted to work for a company that was considering hiring somebody as goofy as him.
 
   The young, relaxed bartender brought him a cold draft beer and smiled.  “You look like you could use this.”
 
   Thomas wiped the surprised look from his face and reached for his wallet.
 
   “No charge,” the bartender said.  “Part of the package.”
 
   Thomas watched the bubbles rise in the amber liquid.  
 
   “It’s real,” the bartender said with a laugh.  “This whole place is the real deal. Everyone has a tough time processing it at first.”
 
   Thomas smiled and took a swig of the beer.  
 
   “So, what are you getting?” the bartender asked.
 
   Thomas looked at him over his tipped glass.  He pulled it away from his lips and swallowed. “Getting?”
 
   “What kind of bio-synthetic?  A Jane? A Marilynn?”  He hesitated and then asked, “A Michael?”
 
   Thomas placed the glass down on the bar.  “No, a Cora.”
 
   The bartender nodded in approval.  “Nice.  The original.  Rumor is Mr. Grant himself named that model.”
 
   “Mr. Grant?”
 
   “The founder of Grant Bio-Syn.  He’s dead now, but he’s the guy who funded the bunch of crazy geneticists who first came up with the bio-synthetic idea back in the day.  Made his fortune in virtual porn, but he always had a hard on, no pun intended, for taking the virtual out of it and bringing a safe, legal real-life porn experience to anyone who could afford it.   He had enough money to buy the scientists, to convince lawmakers that it actually helped people with psychological problems, and bingo-bango, they didn’t just make it legal, they made it a medicinal service covered by health insurance.  Fucking genius!  Dude was rich before he started the company, and he was absolutely filthy rich by time he kicked the bucket.”
 
   “Is it medicinal?” Thomas asked taking another sip from his beer.
 
   The bartender shrugged.  “Not sure.  I do know that since Grant Bio-Syn’s been in business the crime rate has dropped to a record low, sales for antidepressants have crashed, cancer rates have dropped across the board, and divorce rates have plummeted.”
 
   Thomas processed the bartender’s claims.  “I get the others, but wouldn’t the divorce rate go up instead of down?  I mean, isn’t it cheating?”
 
   The bartender grinned.  “Still having trouble with the whole bio-synthetic concept, huh?  They aren’t human.”
 
   Thomas looked over his shoulder at the blonde who was now massaging the bald man’s hand.  “They sure look human.”
 
   “Just because they look like us doesn’t make them human.  They were created by a bunch of guys in bio-hazard jumpsuits.  They’re glorified sex toys.  In fact, most marriage therapists prescribe a bio-synthetic to help re-start a couple’s boring, routine sex life.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Absolutely.  A three-way with a bio-synthetic has saved many a marriage.  Get hot, sweaty, and sticky for three days, say goodbye to your bio-synthetic, and the couple is reset and ready to roll for the rest of their marriage.  Gives their brains enough happy juice to last until forever after.”
 
   Thomas shook his head.  “I guess I don’t get it.”
 
   The bartender smiled.  “You will.” He pointed to the front door.  “I think your Cora is here.”
 
   Thomas turned and was stunned by the sight of her.  She wore a blue dress that clung to every curve and four-inch heels that accentuated her toned legs.  He watched her walk to the other end of the bar.  
 
   The bartender slipped him a piece of paper. 
 
   Thomas picked it up.  “What’s this?”
 
   “This is what starts your clock.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You say that to her when you’re ready to start the 72 hours.”
 
   Thomas opened the paper and read.  He almost laughed.  “I’m supposed to say this?  Really?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “But it’s stupid.”
 
   “Maybe, but those words said by you click the last tumbler into place.  She will be locked onto you like a guided missile onto a painted target.”  He reached over and patted Thomas on the shoulder.  “And, my friend, you will start to notice a change in yourself, too.  You won’t be able to describe it or even really analyze it, but you will feel as right as you ever have before.”   
 
   Thomas handed the paper back to the bartender.  “But couldn’t they have come up with a better line than this?”
 
   “Trust me,” the bartender said walking away with the paper.  “This stupid line will be the greatest thing to ever come out of your mouth.”  
 
   Thomas watched as the bartender approached Cora.  They talked briefly.  The bartender pointed at Thomas and then poured Cora a glass of red wine.  The bio-synthetic picked up the glass, moved down the bar, and sat on the stool next to Thomas.  
 
   “Thank you,” she said.  Her voice was slightly different than it had been earlier in the day. It was deeper, richer, smoky almost.
 
   “Me?”  Thomas couldn’t imagine why she would be thanking him.
 
   “Yes, the bartender said you paid for my drink.”
 
   He smiled.  For some reason, he wanted to tell her that it wasn’t true, that drinks were part of the package.  No one paid for drinks in this place, but he realized it would only complicate things.  “You’re welcome.”
 
   “Do I know you?”  
 
   “We’ve met.  Sort of.”
 
   “How do you sort of meet someone?”
 
   He fumbled with an explanation and then finally decided to just change the subject.  “What do you do?”
 
   “Me?” Her eyes shifted up as she thought about his question.  “I teach.”
 
   Her answer shocked him.  They made her a teacher?  “Teach?  Where?”
 
   “The university.”
 
   He shook his head.  For some reason, that made her even more attractive.  
 
   “What?” She asked confused by his reaction.
 
   “Oh, it’s just… don’t take this wrong way, but if you were one of my professors in college, I would have had a hard time concentrating.”
 
   She let a devilish grin spread across her face.  “I provide certain… incentives that help my students pay attention in class.”
 
   “Incentives?”
 
   She touched his arm and laughed. “Yes, they’re called grades, silly.”
 
   Thomas laughed with her. This was real to her.  She wasn’t feeding him bullshit.  She actually thought she was a teacher at the university.  
 
   The bartender caught his eye and pointed to the piece of paper without Cora noticing. 
 
   Thomas rolled his eyes and prepared to deliver the stupid line.
 
   She noticed the disgusted look on his face and said, “Is there a problem?”
 
   “No,” he said.  “I’m just… That is to say, I was just…”  He closed his eyes and breathed deeply.  Opening his eyes he said, “Why so blue?”
 
   She looked at him like he had three heads.  With her brow furrowed, she leaned back, and studied his face.  “That is a strange thing to say.”  Her face flushed slightly.
 
   He pointed to her thigh.
 
   She looked down and saw the end of her dress draped over her soft smooth skin.  “Blue!” she said rubbing the fabric between her fingers.  “Why so blue?  I get it.”  She reached out and casually touched his bicep and snorted with laughter.  
 
   The bartender was wrong.  It wasn’t the stupid line that changed things for Thomas.  It was that touch.  It was alive.  A small, almost imperceptible charge of static electricity left her fingertips, and zoomed through his veins to his heart and gave him a little jolt.  He felt himself start to sweat.  His breathing was a little more labored.  His ears no longer processed the background noise in the room.  All he could do was focus on her hand touching his arm. It didn’t just feel right, it felt overdue, life-affirming… life-giving.  He couldn’t fathom how he had survived this long without feeling her touch.  He swallowed and brought himself back to the present saying, “You thought that was funny?”
 
   She cupped her hand over her mouth and shook her head.  “No,” she said after catching her breath.  “I think it was totally corny and lame, but it was cute.  You’re cute,” she said sipping the wine.
 
   He groaned.
 
   “What?” she asked sounding a bit alarmed.
 
   “You called me cute.”
 
   “Something wrong with cute?”
 
   “Everything is wrong with cute,” he said indicating to the bartender that he wanted another beer.  “In my experience, girls don’t go for cute.”
 
   She looked at him disapprovingly.  “Am I supposed to go for you…? Oh, God, I don’t even know your name.”
 
   “Thomas Miller,” he said extending his hand.
 
   “Cora,” she said shaking his hand.
 
   The bartender brought Thomas his beer.  “You two look like you’re striking up quite the little friendship.”
 
   “Mr. Miller here was telling me that girls don’t like cute guys.”
 
   The bartender picked up the empty beer glass.  “Not true.  Girls love cute guys.  They just don’t fuck them,” he said as he walked away. 
 
   Thomas blushed and hurriedly took a sip of beer.
 
   Cora lifted the wine glass to her lips and said, “Spoken like a man who doesn’t fuck a lot.”  She drank from her glass and placed it on the bar.  “So, you never answered my question.”
 
   “What question?”
 
   “Am I supposed to go for you?”
 
   Thomas nearly spit his beer out.  “Ahhh…”
 
   “Because you should know that’s not how you get a girl, as you put it. By the way, you should know we prefer to be called women. 
 
   “You don’t get them to ‘go’ for you.  Women, Mr. Miller, do not like to chase.  They like to be chased.  Not in a creepy, stalker kind of way.  But, in a cool, yet passionate pursuit.”
 
   “Cool yet passionate?” Thomas said with a raised eyebrow.  “Aren’t those conflicting states of being?”
 
   “They are.  That’s why only the right man can find the perfect mix of the two.”
 
   He sat back and crossed his arms.  “Well, thank you for making this easy.”
 
   She let out an adorable squeak of a laugh.  “The right man earns the distinction of being the right man, Mr. Miller.  It can’t be handed to him.”
 
   “You can call me Thomas.”
 
   She nodded. “I know, but I prefer Mr. Miller.”
 
   He didn’t know why, but that excited him.  “Any other advice on women you care to share with me?”
 
   She bit her bottom lip as she searched her brain for useful bits of information for him.  He found it wholly intoxicating.  “It helps if you’re a little bit bad when you’re trying to be Mr. Right, but just a little bit.”
 
   He shook his head.  “That makes no sense at all.”
 
   “Women want two things in a relationship.  They want someone who makes them feel safe. Someone they can trust with all their heart.  Someone who will be there if the bottom falls out.  Understand?”
 
   He nodded.  “I get that.  That’s more than two though.”
 
   “No, that was one concept, Mr. Miller. But they also want a guy who is unpredictable.  Someone who will surprise them and take them places that terrify them.”  She leaned in closer and dropped her voice to a whisper.  “The right man will make a woman want to be very, very bad.”
 
   Thomas became still.  He let those whispered words sink into his buzzing brain.  
 
   Cora stood.  “It was a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Miller.”
 
   “You’re leaving?”
 
   She took a step back.  “I’m afraid I have no choice.”
 
   “I don’t understand.  Do you have to be somewhere?”
 
   “No,” she said turning towards the door.
 
   “Then why do you have to leave?”
 
   “However can you expect to chase me, Mr. Miller, if I’m sitting a foot from you”  With that, she exited the building.
 
   Thomas turned to the bartender with a confused expression on his face.
 
   “It looks like the chase is on, my friend.”
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   Oliver Davis stood in Senator Trelow’s study with his hands behind his back, pursing his lips together, assessing their current dilemma.  He had been a judge for 42 years, working his way up through state appointments to the federal bench, and finally all the way to a seat on the Supreme Court.  Sitting in judgment of people and events was all he knew.  His years of training told him that he, Trelow, and the others were fucked.
 
   He and the Senator had exchanged photographs when he entered the study.  The one he brought was of a naked redhead holding a picture of his daughter, Chair Person of the House Ways and Means committee.  
 
   “This is bad, Artie,” Davis said.
 
   Trelow did not bother to agree with the obvious statement.
 
   “What are we doing to do?”
 
   “Nothing,” the Senator said.
 
   Davis was surprised by his old friend’s answer.  Trelow was a man of action.  He wasn’t the type to just sit idly by and let the fight come to him.  “We have to do something.”
 
   “What can we do?” the Senator asked.  “We don’t know who we’re dealing with or what they want.”
 
   “They want money, of course,” Davis said.
 
   “They do?  You’ve heard from them?”
 
   “No,” Davis admitted, “but what else could they want?”
 
   The Senator chuckled.  “Let’s hope that’s all they want.  Despite popular perception, I’ve learned over the years that money isn’t the most coveted commodity on the market.”
 
   “Then what is it you think they want, Artie?”
 
   The Senator placed the photo of the redhead on his dark maple wood desk and turned to a framed black and white picture of the Capitol in Washington DC under construction in 1860.  “Control.”
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   Thomas followed Cora out of the cantina and across the street.  She stopped once she stepped up on the curb and playfully admonished him for following too closely.  “You have to study your prey from afar before you pounce, Mr. Miller.”
 
   “Is that what you are, my prey?”
 
   She squinted slightly and flashed a playful smile. “Maybe.  I suppose it’s entirely possible that you are my prey, and I’m just luring you into a trap.”  She turned and walked away.  Her dress danced across her ass as she put one foot in front of the other over and over again.  
 
   He waited until she turned the corner before he continued his pursuit.  His pace was slow and relaxed at first, but as he felt the distance between them grow, his steps got quicker, and he felt an inkling of panic seep into the back of his brain.  He couldn’t let her get away.
 
   He dashed around the sidewalk and his stomach turned.  The street was empty.  No cars.  No pedestrians.  No Cora.  He counted the stores. Seven.  She must have gone inside one of them, but which one?  
 
   He took a few steps down the sidewalk examining the first two shops on either side of the street.  Peering through the window of the first one, he was startled by someone tapping on his shoulder.  It was her.  It had to be.  Please, let it be her.  He zipped around only to find a man with disheveled hair, both on his head and face, staring back at him.
 
   “You Mr. Miller?”
 
   Thomas backed away from his horrendous breath and said, “I am.”
 
   “Lady give me money to tell you that you only got one shot.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Choose wrong and the hunt is over.”
 
   “Choose what wrong?”
 
   The dirt-covered homeless man shook his head.  “She went in one of these here shops on this block.  You pick the wrong one, and she’s done with you.”  He smiled and revealed a grin with more gum than teeth.  “If I was you, I’d pray to the heavens above for guidance because that was one pretty lady.  Hate to lose my chances with her.”
 
   Thomas looked up and down the street and then pulled some cash out of his pocket.  “How much to tell me which store she went into?”
 
   The homeless man licked his lips as he stared at the money in Thomas’ hand.  “If I was a dishonest man, I’d say fifty.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Means she made me close my eyes so I couldn’t see which shop it was.”
 
   Thomas sighed.  “You sure you didn’t peek just a little?”
 
   “I was tempted to.”  He leaned with his atrocious breath.  “Lady that pretty, I could look at her all day.”  He pulled back.  “But like I said, I’m an honest man.  She paid me to pass you the message and close my eyes.  I done both as per our agreement.”
 
   Thomas groaned and gave him some money anyway.
 
   “What’s this for?”
 
   “For having such good taste in women.”
 
   The homeless man smiled with his lips tightly closed.  “Mister, you just paid me for having a heartbeat ‘cause that young lady is the prettiest thing on any street she’s on.”
 
   Thomas nodded in agreement and stepped off the curb.  He could discuss how beautiful Cora was with the old guy all day, but he had prey to hunt.  
 
   The next three stores on his side of the street were a shoe store, a bagel shop, and a liquor store.  The shoe store was a possibility, but it was too risky to jump to a conclusion based on his assumption that all women liked shoes.  
 
   He turned to the other side of the street and quickly dismissed the pizza by the slice place and souvenir shop.  He felt the sense of panic creep back in his head, and he grew more and more convinced he was going to make the wrong choice and lose Cora.  Was he going to be the only idiot who ever lost his Bio-Syn? If he did, he knew he could kiss the job goodbye.  
 
   He was about to move down the sidewalk when he noticed the sign for the last store on the other side of the street.  The name practically slapped him in the face.  He formed a fist with his hand and gave a quick jab above his head to punctuate the excitement that was pouring through his veins.  He had found his prey.  
 
   The red neon light flickered, and he could hear the hum of it from where he was standing.  It was so far away he wasn’t sure how, but he could.  He turned to the homeless man, and said “I found her.”  Smiling, he trotted to a store called The Intimate Chase.
 
   Inside the store, he stood and soaked in the merchandise.  Lingerie, costumes, porn downloads for virtually any portable device, and adult toys were all neatly displayed on racks and pegs throughout the small shop.  He immediately started to question his choice.  Would Cora really lead him into a XXX shop?  That was extremely risqué.  Even for a woman whose primary personality was that of a porn star. 
 
   “Mr. Miller?”
 
   Thomas turned to see a surprisingly well-dressed woman approach him from the register.  He had visited his share of adult toy stores in his life, and she did not look at all like the salespeople he’d encountered.  Most wore khakis and golf shirts with the name of the store embroidered above their left breast pockets. Their hair was dyed colors that did not appear on the natural spectrum.  But this woman wore a sophisticated pants suit and had paid a fortune for a dye job that didn’t look like a dye job.
 
   “Yes,” he said.
 
   “I am to give you this.”
 
   He looked down at her outstretched arm and nearly gasped at the sight of Cora’s blue dress draped across her forearm.  He took it while trying to conceal his shocked expression.
 
   “Cora made a purchase and has decided to wear it out of the shop.”
 
   “I see,” he said trying to sound cool. 
 
   “She’s asked that you pick out a pair of shoes for her,” the woman said stepping back and motioning towards the back corner of the store.  Dozens of high heeled shoes and boots sat on shelves and display tables.
 
   “I’m afraid I don’t know anything about shoes,” Thomas said.
 
   The woman smiled and said, “When picking out shoes for a lady, Mr. Miller, one’s knowledge of footwear is far less important than one’s knowledge of women.”
 
   “But shouldn’t I at least coordinate with the outfit she purchased?”
 
   “Indeed you should.”
 
   “I don’t know what she purchased.”
 
   “Mr. Miller, look around the store.  What colors do you see in our apparel?”
 
   He did as she suggested and took in three colors: black, white, and red.
 
   “Cora has a fantastic body, Mr. Miller.  She likes to be noticed.  You can imagine she’s chosen an outfit that will do just that.  You should look for shoes that will draw attention to the magic she creates when she walks.”
 
   He looked at the sales lady.  “You know Cora?”
 
   She shook her head.  “No, but I’ve been doing this long enough to get a sense of what my customers want and need.”  
 
   “Any hints?”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Miller, of course,” she said returning to the register.  “What Cora wants is a pair of shoes that you’ve picked out for her.  What Cora needs… well, I’m sure you’ll be giving that to her later.”
 
   He felt his dick jump as the word ‘later’ left her mouth.  “Can you tell me what size, at least?”
 
   “Six.”
 
   Thomas walked past the register and stood in front of the racks of shoes.  He had never before purchased shoes for a woman.  He picked up a pair of pumps and examined the dangerous spiky heel.   How could anyone walk in something so precarious?  They might as well have been stilts.  He gave cursory attention to a few more pairs and then dropped his chin to his chest.  He was going to fail this test.  He was going to pick the wrong pair and Cora was going to run screaming out of the store.
 
   He was about to plead with the sales woman for help when a pair of suede zebra-print thigh-high boots caught his attention.  Once he saw them, he could not look away.  He didn’t just want to see Cora in those boots.  He had to see Cora in those boots.
 
   The sales woman approved his selection.  “For someone who doesn’t know what he’s doing, you certainly have interesting taste.”
 
   “Is ‘interesting’ good?”
 
   “We cater exclusively to interesting people, Mr. Miller.”
 
   Thomas smiled out of joy, excitement, and relief.
 
   “Those are sixes.  You can take them back to the dressing room to Cora.”
 
   “Now?”
 
   “She’s waiting for you.”
 
   “Is she dressed?”
 
   “Not if you’re lucky.”
 
   Thomas scooped up the boots and nervously navigated his way through the store to the dressing rooms.  He wasn’t sure what had him so flustered.  He had seen her nude just about an hour ago.  She had begged to suck his cock… but she hadn’t really.  Not Cora.  The bio-synthetic that was named Cora begged to suck his cock at the request of a severe looking woman who was cold and lifeless.  This Cora that he was about to possibly see naked was alive and vibrant and entirely unpredictable. 
 
   He stood at the doorway that led to the short corridor of dressing rooms.  There were three rooms.  Two doors were open.  The one on the end was shut.   He let out a long breath and moved quietly down the hallway until he stood in front of the closed door.  “Cora?”
 
   She did not answer right away.  He knew what she was doing.  She was letting the anticipation build.  She was making him suffer just a little bit longer.  “Yes,” she finally said with a cheery tone.
 
   He settled his nerves and said, “I have your boots.”
 
   “Boots?  My, my, someone has bold taste.”
 
   He gritted his teeth.  It almost sounded as if she was scolding him.  
 
   He heard the handle being pressed down and then watched anxiously as the door slowly opened.  
 
   “Bold is good,” she said.
 
   She was not naked.  But, she was nearly naked.  She wore a black sheer cami and a black, barely there g-string.  He could not speak.  This was not the woman he saw naked in the conference room.  This woman was entirely different.  The body was the same.  But there was something more there now.  It wasn’t just that she was wearing clothes, skimpy and revealing clothes, but clothes nonetheless.  There was something vital about her that was missing before.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind,” she said.  “I wanted your opinion on the panties and cami.”
 
   He didn’t answer.  He wanted to say something suave and cool, but it was impossible to think anything but ‘Holy shit!’
 
   “You don’t like?”  She asked with a pulse pounding pout on her face.
 
   Thomas fought his way out of his shock, and decided he needed to turn up his game a notch.  “I like very much, but I’d love them even more if they were on the floor.”
 
   She giggled.  “Don’t be bad, Mr. Miller.”
 
   He looked hurt by her scolding.
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “It’s kind of hard to be good with you standing there looking like that.”
 
   “I should hope so,” she said turning so he could see the back of her outfit.
 
   He nearly passed out from the sight of her tight, perfectly shaped ass adorned by so little fabric.  
 
   She turned back around and looked at his crotch. “And I see you meant hard in the very literal sense.”
 
   His cheeks flushed when he realized for the first time that his dick was as stiff as a steel beam.
 
   She bit her lip and stepped forward with her eyes locked on his erection.  “Mr. Miller, you should be ashamed.”
 
   He fumbled for a response, but had no idea what was an appropriate apology for sporting wood in front of a half naked woman.
 
   “That is far too much… inspiration you have hidden in those pants.”
 
   “Inspiration?”
 
   “Oh my, yes.  The things I could do with that.  The places I could put it.  What I’d like to see you do with it.”
 
   Thomas’ mouth went dry.  He turned to see if anyone was at the end of the hallway and then looked back at her.
 
   “You probably think I’m such a whore, but I promise you I’ve never done this sort of thing before.  I’ve never said these things before.  I’ve barely even thought these things before.  There is just something about you.  Something that makes me want to be naughty for you… no, that’s not quite right.  I want you to want me to be naughty.  Do you want me to be naughty, Mr. Miller?”
 
   He swallowed even though there was no saliva in his mouth.  “You have no idea.”
 
   She smiled.  “Do you really want to turn me on?”
 
   “I would jump in front of a bus if that would turn you on.”
 
   “Nothing that drastic.  I just want you to help me get dressed.”
 
   He tried to hide his confusion.  “Get dressed?”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Miller.  Dressed.”  She grabbed his hand and pulled him into the dressing room.  “Did you think I would fuck you in a dressing room in an intimate apparel shop?”
 
   “Think?  No.  Hope?  Absolutely.”
 
   She slapped him playfully on the shoulder.  “The thought did cross my mind, but there’s something you should know about me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m a screamer.  I’m not going to lie.  I love to get fucked, and I can’t hold back.  I moan and groan and beg for more.  I’m afraid we’d be arrested for public indecency.”
 
   Now the saliva in Thomas’ mouth was working overtime.  He found himself on the verge of drooling.
 
   “Besides you’d never do it.”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Fuck me.  Here.  With Linda the friendly saleswoman out front.  You’re not that type.”
 
   He shook his head.  “No, I’m not, but I find myself not really wanting to be my type around you.  I want to be whatever type you want me to be.”
 
   She stepped back and crossed her arms.  “I do think you’re trying to charm your way into my pussy, Mr. Miller.”
 
   Thomas leaned in closer.
 
   “Before we go any further, we should even the playing field a bit,” she said.
 
   “Meaning?”
 
   “Meaning you have on too many pieces of clothing.”
 
   Thomas chuckled.  “You want me to get undressed?  I thought I was supposed to help you get dressed.”
 
   “I’m adapting to the whims of the moment, Mr. Miller.  Take off your jacket, tie, and shirt.”
 
   Thomas looked back at the door and then gave into the once-in-a-lifetime atmosphere that was brewing.  He calmly removed the items of clothing she’d requested, tossing them on the floor one by one as he did.
 
   Cora reached out and ran her fingers across the hair on his chiseled chest.  “I’m happy to see you are a real man, Mr. Miller.”
 
   “You had doubts?”
 
   “It’s just that too many men today think that a hairless chest is sexy.  I find nothing less sexy than a man who grooms himself to look like a boy.”  She squeezed his biceps.  “My God, I love the feel of a man’s arm.”
 
   He avoided the need he felt to tell her that he worked out.  It sounded unimportant and conceited in his head, and he was sure it would ruin the moment.
 
   “I’m impressed enough to see more,” she said.
 
   “More?”
 
   “The pants.”
 
   His hands were on his belt before he had time to chicken out.  He was going to fuck the hottest woman he had ever seen in the dressing room of The Intimate Chase. He would probably get arrested with this dick out and a smile on his face, and he didn’t care.  
 
   With his shoes, socks, and pants off, he stood in front of Cora in a pair of green boxers. His penis had almost stretched the fabric to the tearing point.
 
   She gently raked her hand down his stomach and playfully dug her fingertips just inside the elastic band of his underwear. “Do I turn you on, Mr. Miller?”
 
   He looked at his erection.  “Isn’t it obvious?”
 
   “An erection on a man is as hard to elicit as a hump on a camel, Mr. Miller.   Your biological response, while massive in size, is not an indication that I turn you on.  You’re simply under the control of your hormones.”
 
   “I promise you that I have never been this turned on, and it’s not just because you’re a woman.  It’s because you’re… you.”
 
   “Then prove it.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Do something with your hard on.”
 
   He cocked his head to the left.  “What would you like me to do with my hard on?”
 
   She smiled coyly.  “You’re going to think I’m so, so bad.”
 
   “Cora,” he said, “I think you’re the bad I always wanted.”
 
   “Well then.” She said changing her smile from coy to sly.  “Let’s kill two birds with one stone.  There is an act that can prove to me that you are turned on by me and, at the same time, make me unbelievably wet.”     
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “Stroke your cock.”
 
   Thomas felt a bead of sweat run down his forehead.  “Excuse me?”
 
   She rose up on her tiptoes and whispered, “Pull down your boxers.  Wrap your hand around your cock and slowly start stroking it.  That’s not biological.  That’s a conscious act.  If you’re moved to masturbating in public, I’ll know you’re turned on.  And that, Mr. Miller, will turn me on.”
 
   Thomas involuntarily closed his eyes as he soaked in her scent.  He wanted her more than he’d wanted anything in his life.  He stepped back, placed his fingers under the elastic of his boxers and pulled them down.  His dick bounced wildly as he stepped out of his underwear.
 
   Cora put her hand over her opened mouth.  “God damn, Mr. Miller.”
 
   “What?” he asked with bright red cheeks.
 
   “That fucking thing is gorgeous.  Long and thick.”  She placed her hand on his chest.  “That’s a power cock.” 
 
   Thomas laughed.  “Well, I’m glad you like it because it’s the only one I’ve got.”  He stepped toward her, but she pushed him back.
 
   “No, no.  Let’s see it.  Put your hand around that big cock.”
 
   He hesitated and did as requested.  His hand moved up and down the shaft of his dick.  His breathing got more and more erratic as he stared at her perfect body.
 
   She moaned.  “That’s it.  Slower.  Slower.”
 
   “I’m not going to be able to do this very long.”
 
   She moved her hand underneath the small triangle front of her g-string, and he could see the knuckle of her finger as she massaged her clit. 
 
   “Do you want me to come?”
 
   “No,” she said. “Stop.”
 
   He did and his dick throbbed and convulsed.  
 
   “Squeeze from the middle of the cock to the head,” she said.
 
   He worked to catch his breath and then did as instructed.  A thick drop of pre-cum oozed out of his dick.
 
   She reached down and gently touched the drop of pre-cum.  It stuck to her finger, and as she pulled back her hand, a string of the sticky substance connected her finger to his cock. Smiling, she lifted her cami and dabbed the pre-cum on both of her erect nipples. 
 
   “Now what?”
 
   “Hug me from behind.”
 
   “Hug you?”
 
   She bit her bottom lip and looked down at his pulsating erection “Right, keep that massive hard on away from my pussy. I just want a hug.  Can I trust you?”
 
   He nodded and she turned around.  He stepped forward and pushed his hips back so his dick wouldn’t poke her.
 
   “Hug me,” she said, almost pleadingly.  “I want to feel the heat of your cock.”
 
   He straightened his body and practically melted away when he felt his dick slide across her ass and rest against the small of her back.”
 
   “Oh, my God,” she said, “your cock is so hot.”
 
   “It’s about to explode,” he said.  
 
   She slowly moved her hips back and forth.  “Are you going to come, Mr. Miller?”
 
   “You keep doing that and I will.”
 
   She moved her hips faster.  “I want you to come, Mr. Miller.”
 
   His eyes started to roll back in his head.
 
   “Come on me. Mr. Miller.  Come on me.”
 
   He could feel the early sensation of pressure building at the base of his dick.  “Are you sure?”
 
   She gave her hips one last jolt and pulled away.  “No.”
 
   “What?” he shouted as he stumbled back.  His hand held onto his dick as he pushed back the pressure that was building.
 
   She turned to him, the coy smile back.  “What kind of woman would I be if I made you come before you even kissed me?”
 
   The word ‘tease” flashed through his mind, and he laughed in spite of himself.  
 
   “I believe I asked you to help me dress, Mr. Miller.”
 
   He reached down and grabbed his boxers.
 
   “A gentleman never dresses before a lady, Mr. Miller.”
 
   He looked at her and squinted.  “Is that a real thing?”
 
   “It is for naked men sporting large, dripping erections in a woman’s dressing room.”
 
    He dropped his boxers.  “Where should we begin?”
 
   She removed a black pleated mini skirt from a hanger and handed it to him.  
 
   “Is this going to cover everything?”
 
   “No,” she said.  “That’s the point.”  
 
   She turned, showing him her ass again, and he bent down and held the skirt out so she could step into it.  Once both feet were inside the fabric of the skirt, he pulled it up over her thighs and worked it over her ass.  When the skirt was on, she twirled around. He marveled at how short it was.  He could even glimpse a hint of her ass below the fabric.  
 
   “What do you think?” she asked.
 
   “I think I’ve seen bigger hand towels.”
 
   “You should talk, Mr. cock hanging out.”
 
   He let out a fake laugh and then said, “What should I help you put on next?”
 
   She sat down on the small bench.  “Your exquisite boots.”
 
   He gently grabbed her leg and pulled it towards him.  He didn’t think it possible, but his dick got even harder as he placed his hand under her thigh.  He put her foot in the boot and pushed until it rested on the sole.  She extended her leg and examined the boot.
 
   The boots stopped mid thigh, a few inches from the bottom of her skirt. They were perfect for the outfit “Beautiful,” she said.
 
   “Was there any doubt?”  He said helping her put on the other boot.
 
   “None,” she said.  “I might add that there is nothing more sensual than a naked man helping a woman on with her boots.”
 
   He stood.  “Speaking of which.  Can I get dressed now?”
 
   “Not yet.  You haven’t helped me on with my jacket.”
 
   Thomas looked around the dressing room and didn’t see any jacket.
 
   “Oh shoot,” she said.  “I must have left it at the register.”
 
   “No problem.  I’ll just get dressed and go get it…”
 
   “Linda!” Cora yelled.
 
   “What are you doing?” Thomas said scooting to the back of the dressing room.
 
   “Calling Linda.  She can bring us the jacket.  Linda!”
 
   “But she’ll come back here,” he said putting his hands over his dick.
 
   “Yes, she will. That’s why I’m calling her.”
 
   “But I’m not dressed…”
 
   The door to the dressing room opened and the sales woman stood expressionless holding Cora’s jacket.  “You forget this?”
 
   “Thank you,” Cora said taking the jacket.
 
   Thomas stood as still as a statue and hoped Linda would not comment on his state of undress.
 
   Linda was about to close the door when Cora stopped.
 
   “Linda, would you like to see a beautiful cock?”
 
   The sales woman grinned mischievously. “Nothing would please me more.”
 
   “Okay, you’ve had your fun,” Thomas said.  
 
   “C’mon, Mr. Miller, that cock of yours is way too perfect not to share,” Cora said.
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   Cora leaned in and whispered.  “When we’re alone, I’m going to think about the look on Linda’s face when she first laid eyes on your big beautiful cock, Mr. Miller, and I promise you thinking about that is only going to make me want you more.”
 
   Thomas felt a wave of electricity pass from her hot breath to his ear.  He did say he wanted to be whatever type she wanted.  He focused on a spot on the wall so as not to make eye contact with Linda and moved his hands away.
 
   “Whoa!” he heard.
 
   “I know,” Cora said.
 
   “Is that for real?”
 
   “It’s real all right,” Cora said.  “I felt it.”
 
   “What?  Wait…” Thomas said.  “We weren’t doing anything.”
 
   “Then why are you naked in my dressing room, Mr. Miller?’ Linda asked.
 
   “I was just helping her get dressed,” Thomas said.  “There was no sex.”
 
   “He’s right,” Cora said, “He just came the tiniest little bit.”
 
   “What?!  No!”  Thomas’ face turned beet red.  
 
   “He wanted to do more, but I stopped him,” Cora said.
 
   “I didn’t – I mean she asked me to…”
 
   “Relax, Mr. Miller,” Linda said laughing.  “These dressing rooms have seen a lot of action over the years.  But I would appreciate it if you would put your erection away now.  I’m a married woman, and I may do something I’ll regret.”  With that, she shut the door.
 
   Cora fell on the bench holding her stomach and squealing in laughter.
 
   “Are you proud of yourself?” Thomas said putting on his boxers.
 
   “I just wanted to have a little fun.”
 
   “You could have gotten me into real trouble.  I’m trying to get the job of a lifetime.  How do you think it would look if I got arrested?”
 
   “Linda’s cool.  I’ve been coming here for years.  Trust me, I’ve seen way worse in this place.”
 
   “You haven’t been coming here for years.  She doesn’t even know you.”
 
   “What are you talking about?  Of course I’ve been coming here for years.”
 
   “That’s not possible,” he said zipping his pants.
 
   “What’s not possible?”
 
   He slipped his shirt over his right arm before he realized what he was saying.  She had been conditioned to know this place.  They implanted memories of Linda and The Intimate Chase into her brain.  This was all a setup to fit her persona.  “I mean I didn’t think the store was here this long.”
 
   “It’s been here at least five years.  I bought my first vibrator here.  Linda’s been kind of like a sexual mentor to me.  Opened me up to my depraved and immensely more interesting side.  You should have seen me before I found this place.  I was as timid as a mouse.”
 
   He buttoned the shirt, and calmed himself.  She wasn’t real.  This was part of her conditioning.  “I see.  Well,” he said with a chuckle. “I’m just not used to waving my dick around to strangers.”
 
   “I promise that’s that last time I’ll ask you to do it … maybe.” She was about to put her jacket on when he stopped her.
 
   “That’s my job,” he said holding her jacket up so she could slip her arms through.
 
   She turned and looped her right and then left arm through the sleeves of the jacket.
 
   He gently twirled her around, worked the lapel over her shoulders, and rested it against her chest.  Before she could thank him, he leaned down and pressed his lips against hers.  Caught by surprise, her mouth was closed, but as the kiss lingered her mouth opened.  They engaged in a deep kiss that collectively pulled taut every muscle in their bodies.  Their heads moved ever so slightly as their lips slid across each other. They both wanted to get closer to one another, but it was physically impossible.  It was a perfect kiss.  In fact, it was THE perfect kiss.  
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   The old politician flirted with the make-up girl as she applied powder to his age-speckled forehead.   He made some joke about her covering rust with paint.  She giggled and assured him that he was just as handsome as he ever was.  He winked at her and informed her that in his younger days he would have asked a pretty little thing like her out for drinks after he was done with his appearance on the show.
 
   “You are so bad, Senator,” she said blending the powder in with a brush.
 
   “I would be the perfect gentleman,” he said.
 
   She smiled.  “Then I would be extremely disappointed.”
 
   He laughed and playfully slapped her ass.  “You better watch yourself, missy.    I just might forget my age and take you out for those drinks…”
 
   The host of the talk show entered the make-up room.  “Senator Trelow, how are you, sir?”
 
   “Dick,” the Senator said shaking his hand.  “You still buying all the bullshit from the loyal opposition?”
 
   “I don’t buy it, Senator.  I just report it.  How’s your son?  Campaign going well?”
 
   “Couldn’t be going better.  Although if all I did is watch your show, I’d think it was in the shitter.”
 
   The host slapped him on the back.  “That’s why you’re here, sir.  To keep us on track.”  Before leaving he added, “If you want to jack up my ratings, feel free to reveal any skeletons in your son’s closet.”
 
   It was a joke, and the Senator forced a laugh, but he couldn’t deny that it hit close to home.  It rattled him.
 
   “Oops,” the make-up girl said grabbing a tissue.  “Broke out in a little sweat.”  She dabbed his forehead.  “No worries.”
 
   The Senator attempted a smile, “I always get nervous around pretty girls.”  Looking at himself in the mirror, he said flatly, “They’ll be the death of me.”
 
   The make-up girl winked and smiled.  “I’m sure I can help you relax.”
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   She sat across the table from Thomas, her chin resting on the back of her interlaced hands, elbows propped up on either side of her plate of French fries.  “Why do I feel like I know you?”
 
   He sat back in his chair and had trouble concentrating on anything she was saying because his mind kept drifting back to the dressing room at The Intimate Chase.  
 
   A waiter passed their table carrying a large tray of food.  They were sitting near the door to the outdoor deck of the restaurant, and they had dealt with occasional interruptions as people entered and exited the eatery.
 
   She snapped her fingers.  “Earth to Mr. Miller.”
 
   “Oh,” he said clearing his throat.  
 
   “Tell me why I think I know you?”
 
   He shrugged.  “I have one of those faces.”
 
   “No,” she said, “It has nothing to do with your face.”
 
   He drank from his bottle of beer.
 
   “Your favorite color is blue,” she said.
 
   He nodded.  “Mine and about five billion other people.”
 
   “Your favorite food,” she said staring at him with a soothsayer’s eye.  “Is… something spicy…”
 
   A waiter passed carrying a plate with a cheeseburger.
 
   She laughed.  “Some type of spicy burger… not a normal burger… bam!” she said excitedly as she was hit with a wave of inspiration. “Some kind of spicy bison burger thingy.”
 
   She was right, and he was amazed even though he knew how she knew.  Ms. Pope had said Cora would know everything about him.  She wouldn’t know why she knew it. She would just know it. It accelerated the bonding of their relationship.  
 
   “That’s right, isn’t it?”
 
   Thomas considered telling her she was wrong.  Watching her trying to figure out how she knew so much about him was almost too painful to endure.  If he told her she was wrong about him, maybe she would give up and just relax.  But it in the end, he couldn’t bring himself to lie to her. “You’re right.”
 
   She clapped her hands together and bounced up and down in her chair.
 
   “Pretty spooky.”
 
   “We just have this connection.”
 
   He raised his bottle to her in a mock toast. “To connections.”
 
   “Let me see if I can do a really hard one.  What else do I know about you? Let me see…”
 
   He pulled out his wallet and held it up.  “I have a quote written on a piece of paper that was given to me by my mother years ago.  You guess that quote, and I will kiss your feet.”  While he didn’t really mind kissing her feet, he was certain she wouldn’t get the quote right.  The results from his tests could not have possibly yielded those types of specific details about his life.  Although the bison burger guess was pretty darn specific.
 
   “And if I don’t get it right, what do you get?”  She smiled as she expected him to suggest a difficult sex act that caused some physical and maybe even a little emotional pain.
 
   He smiled back.  “I get time.”
 
   “Time?”
 
   “With you.  This night ends when I say it does even if that’s three days from now.”
 
   “Mr. Miller, I do have a life, you know?”
 
   He forced a smile because he knew that wasn’t true.
 
   She reached her hand across the table. “But, I agree to your terms.”
 
   He shook her hand and sealed the deal.
 
   She tapped her finger to her lips, and he could practically see the wheels spinning in her brain.  She was determined to get the right answer.  “A quote.  From your mother.”  She studied his face.  “Your mother has passed?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “This quote, did she give it to you on her death bed?”
 
   He laughed at the directness of her question.  “No.  Some other occasion.”
 
   “What occasion?”
 
   He shook his head.  “It’s doesn’t matter.  It’s not germane to the quote.”  It wasn’t true. He didn’t want to discuss the occasion.
 
   Sensing his unease with the topic, she backed off.  “It’s from your mother, so it’s probably sappy.  Mothers are so sappy.   I bet it’s about how great her son is.” She thought and thought and thought and then started laughing.  “I know zero quotes about sons.”
 
   “Give up?”
 
   “Not yet.  Not yet… is it… My son has a really big beautiful cock?”
 
   The word cock blared out of her mouth and threw a hush over the entire outdoor dining area.  She bent over and placed her hand over her mouth.
 
   He turned in his chair and looked at the stunned restaurant patrons.  They held him in a stare for a moment and then returned to their eating, chatting, and ordering.
 
   “Oh my God,” she said sitting back up.  “That just slipped out.  What is wrong with me?”
 
   Thomas laughed.  “I don’t think I have ever met someone as…”
 
   “Crude as me?”
 
   “No, interesting.”
 
   She blushed.  “Don’t encourage me.”
 
   He stood.  “If you’ll excuse me, I have to go to the restroom.”  He took a step, but she stopped him.
 
   “Wait. What’s the quote?”
 
   “Oh,” he said.  “The quote.  It is a little sappy.  It’s by the ancient Roman poet, Vergil.”  Leaning down towards her, he locked eyes with her and said softly, “Fate will find a way.”  He held the stare for just a second longer and walked into the restaurant.
 
   Blushing even more, she said to herself more than anyone else, “Fate will find a way.  I like that.”  The quote soared through her thoughts and it seemed to have a physical effect on her.  She took a deep breath and slowly let it out.  Feeling somewhat unsettled she repeated the quote only to experience a tiny sliver of fear gnaw at her gut.  She drank from her glass of wine and eagerly waited for Thomas to return.  
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   It was a picture of a nude man this time. He was holding a picture of the gravestone for Margaret Ailes Peterson, the long deceased daughter of a long deceased Vice President of the United States, a friend of Senator Trelow’s.  The picture had arrived by special messenger from the VP’s grandson.  The young Peterson was serving his first term in Congress, and didn’t know what to make of the picture.  It showed up in his office one morning in a plain manila envelope and was accompanied by a note to pass it along to the Senator.  
 
   Representative Peterson included his own note.  “Can you explain?”
 
   The Senator crumpled the note and thought, “Unfortunately, I can.”
 
   The young make-up girl twirled around in her birthday suit in front of the Senator and his assistant.  
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   Thomas first noticed the man out of the corner of his eye while washing his hands in the bathroom.  He was tall and lean.  His face was etched with deep set wrinkles and dark razor stubble.  His black slick hair was pushed back over his forehead except for one stray band of locks that drooped over his left eye.  Thomas turned to him and then away from him immediately when he noticed the man was looking at him.
 
   “This your first synthetic?”  The man asked.
 
   Thomas didn’t answer.  He reached for the paper towels and pretended not to hear the man.
 
   The man let loose a high-pitched screech of a whistle. “Talking to you, kid.”
 
   “What’s a synthetic?” Thomas asked even though he knew the answer.
 
   “A frankenwhore, super slut, magic ho’, there are a dozen names for them.  Take your pick.”
 
   “If you’re asking me if my date is a bio-synthetic, the answer is no.”
 
   The man smiled.  “Don’t bullshit me, mister coat and tie.  I’d know a Cora anywhere.  Same with a Samantha, a Jasmine, a Scarlet, I know them all.  Every make and model.”
 
   Thomas gave the man a confounded expression.  “You’re a Grant Bio-Syn client?”
 
   “Shit no.  Do I look like a tight-ass rich prick with premium health insurance to you?”
 
   Thomas shook his head.  “How…”
 
   The man pulled a business card out of his pocket and approached Thomas.  “Name’s Duncan.”
 
   Thomas took the card and read it.  “Duncan Hart, The Conductor.”  Besides his phone number, that was all it said.
 
   “What kind of conductor?”
 
   “Train.”
 
   Thomas stuck the card in his jacket pocket and said, “Thanks.  I’ll call you next time my trains needs a conductor.” He started to leave but Duncan placed his hand on Thomas’ chest and pushed him back.
 
   “Let me guess, you’re on your first 24 hours.”
 
   Thomas was too frightened to acknowledge him.
 
   “Things are spinning through that head of yours that you don’t understand.  These feelings… more than feelings, it’s like a new vital function has been ignited inside your body and you’re living on a fucking higher level.  It’s like you’re suddenly living in a penthouse on this goddamn mental skyscraper.   You probably haven’t had one thought about how your life before you met your synthetic was a wasted piece of shit.”
 
   “I should go…”
 
   “The next 24 are even better.  Trust me.  I’ve never even had a synthetic cranked to my chemistry, and I’ve gotten high as shit from spending time with those frankenwhores.   I can’t imagine how fucking mind-blowing it is when the bitch is tuned to your brain waves.”
 
   “I don’t understand how you’ve been with a… synthetic if you’re not a Grant Bio-Syn client.”
 
   “What’re you, a fucking boy scout?  Never heard of the black market, the seedy underworld, the wrong side of the tracks?”
 
   “Oh.” Thomas reached in his pocket and pulled the card out.  Handing it back to Duncan, he said, “I don’t think we ride the same trains.”
 
   Duncan didn’t reach for the card.  He glared at Thomas.  “Kid, it’s possible I gave the impression that I’m the easy going type that enjoys meet and greets in bathrooms just for the hell of it.  And, for that, I apologize because I’m not.”
 
   Thomas tried to casually back his way to the door.  “I’m not sure what you want from me.”
 
   Duncan moved to the sink and examined his teeth in the mirror.  “I want your Cora.”
 
   Thomas reached the door, quickly turned and tried to pull it open.  It wouldn’t budge.
 
   “My colleague is standing outside to ensure we have some privacy.”
 
   “Touch me and I’ll scream.”
 
   Duncan laughed.  “That is such a pussy move, kid.  Relax.  I’m going to let you have your 72 with your Cora.  She’s all mine after that.”
 
   Thomas shook his head.  “She goes back to Grant Bio-Syn to be decommissioned after 72 hours.”
 
   “There are ways to avoid that.”
 
   “What do you want with Cora?”
 
   “It’s the Cora.  The Cora.  Stop calling it Cora. Hour 73 will be a lot easier for you if you keep in mind what that is waiting for you at your table. It’s not a person with a name.  It’s a synthetic.  More specifically, it’s the Cora model.” Duncan turned the faucet on.  “And to answer your question, I want to save lives, kid.”
 
   Thomas involuntarily smiled. “You don’t really strike me as the type who gives a shit about saving lives.”
 
   “That hurts, my friend,” Duncan said sarcastically.  “You should never judge a book by its cover.  No matter how incredibly handsome it is.  But, in this case, you happen to be correct.  I do not give a shit about saving lives.  I give a shit about getting paid to save lives.”
 
   “Interesting distinction, but I don’t know what we’re talking about.”
 
   “We’re talking about our bullshit healthcare system, kid.  Do you know how long it took for Congress to pass the Bio-Synthetic Psychiatric Treatment Act twenty years ago?”
 
   Thomas shook his head. “I’m not really into politics.”
 
   “It’s not politics, dumb-ass.  It’s fucking history.”
 
   “Okay, but that doesn’t change the fact I don’t know how long it took.”
 
   “Two weeks.”
 
   Thomas didn’t respond.
 
   “Two mother-fucking weeks.  That’s FDA approval, subcommittee bullshit, a House vote, a Senate debate and vote. Done.  Two weeks.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Okay?  Don’t you get it?  It doesn’t work like that, kid.  It takes two weeks to decide what they’re going to have for lunch in Congress. Legislation like the Bio-Synthetic Psychiatric Treatment Act should have taken years to debate and bring up for vote.  We’re talking about government subsidized prostitution, kid.  It should have never passed.”
 
   “So what, you’re part of some religious group?”
 
   Duncan smiled and threw his head back exasperated.  “Holy shit, kid.  First you think I’m a rich prick.  Now you think I’m Bible-thumping fuck-head?   I’m a business man filling a niche that is in desperate need.”
 
   Thomas looked at his watch.  “Can we get to what that need is? Cora is waiting.”
 
   “Don’t worry.  She’ll wait.  She’s fucking lost without you.”  Duncan turned the faucet off and dried his hand.  “Back to Congress.  Are you aware of the Synthetic Vital Organs Act?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “It’s pretty basic.  A bio-tech lab in California has developed a system to grow any human vital organ in a matter of days matching any blood type and DNA sequence known to man.  Your heart gives out; they put you on life support; enter your data into a computer; you’ve got a new heart beating a way in your chest by the end of the week.” 
 
   Thomas rolled his eyes.  “Fascinating.”
 
   “I’ll ignore your sarcasm, kid.  It is mother-fucking fascinating.  In fact, it’s fucking revolutionary.”
 
   “I feel like we’re off track.  This started off as discussion about you wanting Cora, but somehow it’s turned into a civics lesson.”
 
   “Patience, asshole.  It’s all tied together.  Congress hasn’t passed the vital organs act.  The FDA hasn’t approved it.   Nothing.  It’s been sixteen years since it was first introduced by some dickhead Congressman in California.”
 
   Thomas responded with shock. “Sixteen years?”  
 
   “Now you’re getting it.”
 
   “I don’t understand why it’s taking so long.”
 
   “No one knows.  There are dozens of conspiracy theories all which lead back to your Grant Bio-Syn Industries, but the why is bullshit that doesn’t interest me as much as the void its lack of passage creates.”
 
   “I don’t get the connection.”
 
   “There are people who still need organs.  The current organ donation program is a fucking joke that doesn’t begin to meet the need.”
 
   Thomas tugged on the door again, but it still didn’t budge.  “Still not getting the connection, and to be honest, I don’t really like spending this much time talking to strange men in public bathrooms.”
 
   “The connection is that your Cora is full of vital organs.”
 
   Thomas’ heart slowed.  His mouth dropped open, and he tried to convince himself that Duncan wasn’t suggesting what he thought he was suggesting.
 
   “You’re as dense as they come, kid.  Your synthetic has vital organs.  Special vital organs.  You take her heart and pop it in my chest, it re-codes itself to match my blood type and DNA.  There’s something about the incubation and conditioning process at Grant Bio-Syn that gives their organs something called adaptable-immune supra-efficiency, or some horseshit name like that.”
 
   “You want to sell her organs/”
 
   “Bingo, dumb-ass.”
 
   “But she’s a person.”
 
   “And the dumb-ass theme continues.  She’s not a person, kid.  She’s a bio-synthetic.  If I walked out there now and put a bullet in her fucking head, do you know what I would be charged with?”
 
   Thomas shook his head not really wanting to hear the answer.
 
   “At most, I’d be cited for discharging a firearm in a public place.”
 
   There was a moment of silence as Duncan gave Thomas some time to process everything he’d heard.  “But, what you’re saying doesn’t make sense.  Ms. Pope, she said their immune system shuts down after 72 hours.”
 
   “Let me worry about the details, kid.” Duncan gave himself one last look over in the mirror.  “We’re going to part ways for now, but you should know I’m never far away.”
 
   “You should know neither is Grant Bio-Syn.”
 
   Duncan laughed.  “What, that GPS bullshit?”
 
   “They keep track of Cora at all times.”
 
   “Easily removed.” The organ salesman tugged on his ear.  “It’s in her left earlobe.  It’s the size of a flea’s dick, but it’s there.  Any dumb-ass, present company included, could find it with a magnifying glass and a pair of tweezers.”  He straightened his lapel and approached Thomas.  “I’d tell you to forget our conversation and enjoy the rest of your time with your frankenwhore, but it’s not necessary.”  He pinched Thomas’ cheek.  “My friend, you are about to experience a hormone surge like you have never experienced, if you haven’t already.  You’ll be so horny for the next couple of days you won’t be able to remember your mamma’s name much less most of this conversation.”  He let go of Thomas’ cheek and knocked on the bathroom door.  “Hey, do me a favor and keep track of how many times you pop a load.  I got a bet with my colleague in the hallway that you’re good for twelve.    He thinks you can only crank out seven or eight.”  He winked.  “He doesn’t know about what happened at The Intimate Chase.   Your Cora is quite the lively little frankenwhore.”   With a grin, Duncan exited the bathroom.
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   The Senator sat across from his son, Arthur III, at the cast iron table on the deck outside the kitchen.  It was a tradition for the two Trelow men to sit and talk shop while sipping away on a bottomless pot of Irish coffee.  
 
   The younger Trelow was a handsome man who cut a commanding figure.  He was his mother’s son, resembling his father only in choice of profession.  He was just a few months past thirty-five, but he had already served 13 years in the Senate, and was the favorite to take his party’s nomination for the White House.  This was what he was bred for.
 
   That he was alive, much less the tremendous success he had achieved at such a young age, was a miracle.  The Senators late wife was told she would never be able to conceive.  The birth of the Senator’s son was touted as a miracle, and he was charmed from the day he was born.  
 
   “The campaign going to your liking?” The Senator asked his son.
 
   The young Trelow swallowed the bitter coffee and said, “The real question is if it’s going to your liking, father?”
 
   The Senator shrugged.  “More or less, although you need to keep better track of your donors.  I was ambushed today on Dick’s show with questions about a couple of them.”
 
   “Petty stuff,” his son said.  
 
   The Senator nodded. “Petty today, devastating tomorrow. Better you head these things off early.”  
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Stay on the lookout for surprises.  People will come out of the woodwork with this claim and that.  Doesn’t matter if they’re true or not.  Just matters what people believe.”
 
   “I’ve got some good people working for me.  You shouldn’t worry so much.”
 
   The Senator drank from his cup and tried to look casual.  He was beyond worried.  He was terrified, and it wasn’t for anything his son had done.  It was for what he had done.
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   The sun was completely gone by the time Thomas and Cora stepped on the sidewalk outside of the restaurant.  The conversation Thomas had with Duncan just moments before was becoming less and less detailed the longer he was with her.  He couldn’t concentrate on anything, but Cora.  Anything that happened outside of her presence was no more significant than a dream.  
 
   A cool breeze cut through the darkness and chilled both of them.  Without giving it a thought, he took off his jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders.  She responded by leaning in and giving him a deep kiss.
 
   “You taste so good,” she said pulling away.  
 
   He blushed.  “You just say whatever is on your mind, don’t you?”
 
   “You’re not going to believe this, but I can’t recall ever being this open and forward with someone before.  There’s something about you, Mr. Miller.”
 
   “And there’s something about you, Cora.”
 
   She looped her arm through his and rested her hand on his forearm as they walked.  “So, this is a date, right?”
 
   “Looks that way.”
 
   “Good.  I don’t want this to be your run of the mill boring date.  Let’s do something you’ve never done on a first date before.”
 
   He let a devilish grin spread across his face.
 
   She slapped his shoulder.  “Not that.  We’ll get to that, but we have to do something with our clothes on first.”
 
   “Okay.”  He found himself thinking less about fucking her and more about just being with her.  For the moment, he was okay if they spent the next three days talking.  For the moment.
 
   “What haven’t you done on a date before?”
 
   “Huh,” he said thinking back on his dating life.  “I’ve never performed a circumcision.”
 
   “Ha-ha,” she said mockingly.  “And I’ve never taken my dates along when I get a pap smear.  Seriously, help me give you a first date experience you’ll never forget.”
 
   “Cora, there isn’t a chance in hell I’d ever forget you.”
 
   They turned a corner and Cora looked down the street to get her bearings.  She suddenly stopped.  “This 44th street, right?”
 
   “It is.”
 
   A broad flirtatious smile spread across her face.  “I bet you have never gone to a strip club on a date before.”
 
   He returned her smile. “In fact, I haven’t.”
 
   “C’mon,” she said pulling him down the sidewalk.
 
   At the next corner, she pointed to a purple neon sign that alternated between “Sugar’s” and “Totally Nude Girls.”  
 
   “How did you know this was here?” he asked.
 
   “I may or may not have been here either one or numerous times before.”
 
   He knew she hadn’t, but he played along.  “I get why a guy would frequent Sugar’s, but a woman?”
 
   “I find the female body incredibly beautiful, Mr. Miller.  Extraordinarily beautiful.  Sugar’s girls know how to work it.”  She leaned in and whispered.  “Almost as well as me.”  She grabbed Thomas’ hand and dragged me to the front door of Sugar’s.  
 
   A very wide, angry-looking man blocked their entrance.  “Private party.”
 
   “To which I am invited, Marcus,” Cora said with a wry smile.
 
   “How do you know my name…?” An expression of knowing washed over his face.  He reached for a small plastic device hanging from the chain around his neck and pressed down on it.  It flashed green and the name “Cora” briefly showed up on the display.  
 
   Cora took none of this in.  She had slipped her hand behind Thomas and pinched his ass.
 
   “Sorry, Cora,” Marcus said.  “I didn’t realize you were on the list.”
 
   She ran the palm of her hand gently across his round face and said, “No problem, dear.”
 
   Thomas fixated on the device hanging around Marcus’s neck as he passed through the door behind Cora.
 
   The techno-funk music blasted every corner of the colorfully lit room.  It almost appeared like they were trapped within the confines of a massive box of Christmas tree lights.  The place was packed with men of all ilks.  Some were dressed in suits like Thomas, although theirs seem to fit much better than his.  Some wore jeans and t-shirts, while others were dressed in sleazy nightclub attire.
 
   Every one of them, regardless of their choice of clothing, turned to watch Cora enter the club.  The waitresses, dressed in boy shorts and white midriff shirts, smiled at her as they passed with their trays of drinks. 
 
   A blonde woman wearing a school girl uniform pranced out on stage and grabbed hold of the first pole.  Cora and Thomas found a table and watched the girl strut through her routine.  By the time she ripped her shirt open and revealed a perky set of tits, a waitress had brought a beer and glass of wine to their table.
 
   “What’s this?” Thomas asked.
 
   “They’re drinks,” the waitress said. “What do they look like?”
 
   “No, I mean we didn’t order these.”
 
   “Our bartender took the liberty of ordering for you,” she said pointing to the bar area.
 
   Thomas turned and saw the bartender from the canteen at Grant Bio-Syn.  He didn’t understand it, but he raised his glass in appreciation to the bartender.  He nodded back and gave Thomas a thumbs up.
 
   “I sense you’ve been here before,” Cora said.
 
   “No,” Thomas said.  He thought about explaining who the bartender was, but he decided it was too loud and unimportant to bother.  
 
   “Right,” she said waving him off.  “Who’s your favorite dancer?”
 
   He was about to say he didn’t have one, but leaned in and said, “My favorite dancer is whoever your favorite dancer is.” 
 
   Cora smiled and pointed to the girl on stage.  “I’m a big Monica fan.”
 
   Monica had ripped her plaid skirt off and was down to a crotchless g-string.  She wiggled and thrust while moving around the stage.  With a quick yank, the g-string was history.
 
   “Monica fucks the stage,” Cora said.  “Sexy as hell.  Can you imagine what she’s like in bed?”
 
   Thomas cocked an eyebrow and said, “I don’t think I should.”
 
   Cora returned the cocked eyebrow and said, “You definitely should, Mr. Miller.  It turns me on.”
 
   Startled, Thomas said, “You want me to fuck Monica?”
 
   “I didn’t say that,” she said drinking from her wine glass.  “I said it turns me on if you imagine fucking her.  ‘Imagine’ is the key concept. “
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Look,” she said sensing he was still confused.  “What you need to know about women is that sex is not the physical act.  That’s an act of intimacy, and it’s important.  Don’t get me wrong.  I don’t want you sharing that intimacy with anyone else.  But for us sex happens up her.” She tapped the side of her head with her index finger. “Anything goes up here.  This is where all the lights get turned on.  This is what makes my nether regions tingle.  This is what gets me wet and wild and out of control.”
 
   “So, it’s got nothing to do with the guy you’re with?”
 
   “It has everything to do with the guy I’m with.  In fact, do you want to know what I’m thinking about right now?”
 
   “Absolutely,” Thomas said with an eager grin.
 
   “I’m thinking about putting that big beautiful cock of yours in my mouth.”
 
   Thomas suddenly felt flustered. “Okay.”
 
   “I’m thinking about spitting on it and getting it nice and juicy wet.  But, it’s not just me sucking your dick.  Monica’s with me.  She’s eager to get in there.  She pushes me out of the way and runs her tongue up and down the shaft of your penis.  At the same time, I dive down on the head.  Tease it with my tongue.  The more I think about it.  The wetter I’m getting.”  
 
   Thomas downed his beer.  “I like the way you think, Cora.”
 
   She laughed.  “You understand I don’t want to share your cock with anyone.  I just like to imagine I am.  Does that make sense?”
 
   “No, but I’m fine with it.”
 
   The music stopped and the MC asked the crowd to give it up for Monica.  The horny oafs in the crowd were happy to comply with catcalls and roars of approval.
 
   Cora called the waitress over.  “Can you tell Monica to meet us in her room?”
 
   The waitress grinned.  “Sure.  Should I bring drinks back there?”
 
   “I’m fine with my wine, but my friend Mr. Miller here is going to want a big bottled water.  He’s going to need the fluids.”
 
   The waitress winked.  “Gotcha.”
 
   Thomas watched with his mouth agape as Cora stood.  “C’mon, Monica’s going to party with us.”
 
   “But I thought you said you didn’t want to share my cock.”
 
   “I’m not going to share anything.” She turned and headed to a hallway in the back of the club.
 
   Thomas watched as a series of men turned to watch Cora walk by.  They clearly wanted a piece of her, and he was surprised how much that turned him on.  
 
   He followed her though the hallway to a room at the end.  The waitress caught up to him just before he walked through the doorway and handed him a liter bottle of water.  
 
   Once inside the room, Cora pulled him in close and started a rhythmic grind against his thigh that once again sent blood racing to his penis. She felt delicate and powerful all at once.  Still dancing, she removed his tie and unbuttoned his shirt down to his navel.  He reached in to grab her breasts but she slapped his hand away.  “No touching, Mr. Miller.  Club rules.”
 
   He raised his hands above his head.  “My bad.  I didn’t know we were playing by rules.”
 
   “Rules,” she said opening his shirt.  “Are.” She kissed his chest.  “To be.”  She gently bit his nipple. “Observed.”  She bit the other nipple.  “At all times.”  
 
   Monica knocked on the door jamb and entered.  “Am I interrupting?”
 
   Cora laughed.  “No, come in, Monica.”
 
   The blonde, wearing a teeny weenie romper which was nothing more than a few threads with small patches of clothing covering the private areas, entered.  She was beautiful.  In fact, if Thomas had not met Cora or known anything about bio-synthetics, he would have thought there was no one more beautiful than Monica.  
 
   “How can I entertain you two?” Monica asked.  Thomas couldn’t tell if she knew who or what Cora was.
 
   “Well,” Cora said, “I would like us to all entertain each other.”
 
   Monica rubbed her hands together.  “Well, that could be fun.”
 
   Cora guided Thomas to a cushioned chair in the room and directed him to sit.  Before he could ask what he was supposed to do, she turned and seductively approached Monica.  The stripper was mesmerized by Cora.  They both stared at each other and started to sway to the music.  Monica ran her hands across her own body and circled Cora.  
 
   Cora removed Thomas’ jacket and then her own.  Her perfect breasts stretched the fabric of her sheer cami.  
 
   Monica couldn’t help herself.  She caressed Cora’s breasts.  “Fucking shit, girl.  You’re perfect.”
 
   “You want to see perfect.  You should give Mr. Miller a lap dance.”
 
   Monica leaned down and stuck her tongue on Cora’s protruding nipples.  She then turned and slowly approached Thomas.  “You got something perfect between those legs of yours, Mr. Miller?”
 
   Thomas didn’t answer.  He watched in eager anticipation as Monica turned and straddled his right leg.  Her ass pounded up and down to the beat of the music.  She inched closer to him, touching her ass cheeks, to his bare chest and then grinding her groin against his thigh.  Her movement was frantic and mesmerizing.  She hovered over his crotch and then jiggled her ass in a way that Thomas didn’t think possible, massaging his growing erection in the process.  
 
   Cora stood on the other side of the small room and playfully removed her skirt and cami.  The sight of her half-naked body excited Thomas more than the stripper rubbing his dick with her ass.  
 
   Monica jerked forward and stepped away.  “Goddamn, Mr. Miller.  You can’t bring a cock like that in here.”
 
   Thomas sat up nervously.  “What?  I’m sorry… I thought…”
 
   Monica looked at Cora and the two burst out laughing. 
 
   “Holy fuck,” the Monica said, “he’s wound a little tight.”
 
   Cora moved behind her and wrapped an arm around the stripper.  “I think it’s all those clothes he’s wearing.”
 
   “I think you’re right,” Monica said.  “Shirt off, Mr. Miller.”
 
   “Seriously?” Thomas said before reaching for the remaining buttons. 
 
   “I have never been more serious, sweetheart.”
 
   Thomas removed the shirt and leaned back in the chair.
 
   “Damn, it just keeps getting better and better,” Monica said.
 
   “You haven’t seen anything yet,” Cora said.
 
   “Oh, I can only imagine, but honey, if I let him whip his cock out, I can kiss my employment goodbye.”
 
   Cora pouted.  “That is so sad.  It is such a beautiful sight.”
 
   Thomas was relieved.  He was turned on, but he wasn’t much of an exhibitionist.
 
   “Now,” Monica said, “if you were to restrain me in some way, and prevent me from enforcing the club’s rules, I would be absolved of all responsibility… should we get caught.”
 
   Cora smiled.  “Restraints?  I don’t suppose you would have said restraints.”  The look on her face suggested she knew very well that Monica would produce restraints.
 
   Monica moved to a small chest in the corner of the room and pulled out a pair of leather wrist restraints attached to each other with a long chain.  “How else do you think we get around club rules around here?”
 
   “Wait a minute…” Thomas started to say.
 
   “If you’re about to object,” Monica said holding up her hand.  “You’re erect penis will jump out those pants of yours and beat you silly.”
 
   The two ladies laughed while Cora put Monica in the restraints.
 
   “The one rule that cannot be broken,” the stripper said, “is there can be absolutely no insertion of anything into anything.  That would be a sex act according to a city ordinance, and we are not zoned for sex acts.”
 
   “No insertion?” Cora asked.
 
   “None.  That’s a deal breaker.  I must see the head of his penis at all times.”
 
   Cora seductively stepped toward Thomas.  “I can work with that.”  She dropped to her knees and slowly undid his belt buckle.  “Nervous?”
 
   He nodded.  “This is a little outside my comfort zone.”
 
   “Good,” she said. “Makes it more exciting when you’re not sure if it’s right.”   She removed his belt and unbuttoned his pants.
 
   “You ready for this, Monica?”
 
   She held up her cuffed hands and said, “Remember, I have no choice.  You’re in charge.”
 
   Cora unzipped Thomas’ pants and worked them and his boxers past his hips.  His dick bounced straight up as it was released from the fabric.  As if it had a mind of its own, it throbbed and nearly slapped Cora in the face.  Once she had the pants and underwear completely off, she stood and turned to Monica.  “What do you think of my boyfriend’s cock?”
 
   Monica didn’t speak at first. She stared at the huge erect penis and muttered something to herself after which she bit her bottom lip.  “Okay, I was just fucking around before, but…” her cheeks turned red and she fanned her face with her hands.  “I don’t know how you fucking synthetics do it.”
 
   She had said it louder than she intended.  Cora looked confused, but then it quickly passed.  It was as if she couldn’t register what Monica had said.  It was a physical impossibility.
 
   “Maybe we should go,” Thomas said.
 
   “No,” Monica snapped.  “You don’t understand.”  She blew out a long stream of air and then rubbed her clit.  “Seeing what she fucking does to you… What you two fucking do to each other.  I have to see more or it’s going to drive me fucking crazy. It’s not my fault!  It’s the fucking hormones you two are giving off.”
 
   “More?” Thomas said.  “I’m as naked as I can get.”
 
   “Do something… to each other.  Please.” She was begging.  
 
   Cora said, “No insertion, Monica.”  
 
   Thomas got the sense that Cora loved the tortured state Monica was in.
 
   Monica was rubbing her clit faster and faster.   “Lick it.”
 
   “Lick it?” Thomas said.  
 
   “Don’t suck it,” Monica said.  “Just lick the shaft.  Lick that fucking shaft.  Please, lick it!”
 
   Thomas was about to stand to get dressed when Cora pushed him back down and dropped to her knees.  “You heard the lady.”  With that, Cora’s tongue touched the base of his dick just above his balls and she slowly moved it up the length of his penis.
 
   He convulsed.  “Shit.”
 
   “Spit on it,” Monica said excitedly.
 
   Cora did as instructed and worked her mouth around every inch of the cock except the head.  
 
   Thomas wanted to protest, but he was too far gone.  He watched Monica massage her clit as Cora licked his penis.  Somehow Cora’s tongue worked in rhythm with Monica’s fingers.  It was as if Thomas were fucking Monica even though they were a room a part.  
 
   Cora suddenly stopped, stood, and removed her g-string.  “No insertion?“she asked Monica.  
 
   “Shit,” Monica replied.  “You’ve got to fuck that cock, baby.  Fuck it.”
 
   Cora shook her head.  “Rules are rules.”  She grabbed Thomas’ hand and pulled him out of chair.  His dripping cock bounced wildly as he got on his feet.  “Lay down,” she instructed.  He looked at Monica before he did.  Her eyes had rolled back in her head.  
 
   Once on his back on the floor, Cora pinned his cock to his stomach with her left hand and straddled him.  
 
   Monica moaned and then laughed.  “Slip and slide.  Slip and mother-fucking slide.”
 
   Thomas didn’t know what she was talking about until he felt Cora’s silken pussy lips hugging the shaft of his dick.  She placed her hands on the floor on either side of his head, and rocked her hips back and forth.  She slid up and down his cock, but there was never any penetration.  
 
   “Make him come,” Monica moaned.  “Make him mother-fucking come.”
 
   “Oh my God,” Cora said.  “I want you to fuck me so bad!”  She was breathing heavily.  “Oh my God!”  
 
   “You want me to fuck you?” Thomas said.
 
   “We can’t but I need it!  We can’t break the rules!”  She caught her breath before continuing.  “But I want it!  I’ve never wanted something so bad in my life! I want your cock inside of me, Mr. Miller!  Deep inside my fucking pussy!”
 
   “Let me fuck you!” Thomas was begging.  He was insanely hungry for her.
 
   She leaned down and kissed him.  “Rules are rules!  No insertion.”  She moved her hips faster and faster.  “Come on, baby!” 
 
   He slapped the floor.  He wanted to stop her and shove his cock inside of her, but he didn’t.  He wouldn’t.  Not without her permission.
 
   Monica and Cora were screaming in ecstasy.  Thomas was sure they could be heard over the music, but no one interrupted them. Monica fingered her clit, and Cora continued to slide up and down the shaft of his surging erection.  She was wet and swelling with a primal passion that she was finding harder and harder to control.  
 
   As soon as Monica announced she was coming, Cora leaned back.  Her pelvis shuddered and she came all over the shaft of Thomas’ cock.  As she convulsed and moaned, she slid back and angled his penis upward just as he spewed a load of semen, hitting her on her right breast. 
 
   She fell on top of him, exhausted and turned to Monica.  “No insertion.”
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   Seven of his past colleagues and business associates had contacted him.  They had all received photographs of a nude person holding a picture of one of their relatives or something representing one of their relatives.  
 
   Everything was unraveling before him.  He had no idea who was behind the photos or what they wanted.  For now, it appeared that they just wanted to send a message and that message was being received loud and clear.  “We know your secrets.”
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   Thomas stood in the back alley outside Sugar’s.  He was shaking; terrified, excited, and ecstatic all at once.  He was buried in the passion of what has just happened.  Everything about the experience was consuming.  The visions of it flashed through his head, and his penis was still hard.  It shouldn’t have been.  It should have been limp and lifeless, but instead it was still throbbing underneath the confines of his boxers and pants.  He downed half the bottle of water.
 
   Monica stepped outside the club and stuck an unlit cigarette in your mouth.  “What the fuck did you two do to me?”  She asked lighting the cancer stick.
 
   “Where’s Cora?”
 
   “In the dressing room area getting cleaned up.”  She took a deep drag and swallowed the smoke.  “Seriously, what was that back there?”
 
   Thomas drank more water.  “You tell me.  Haven’t you done this before?”
 
   “That? No, never.  I’ve entertained plenty of synthetics and their matches and things have gotten heated, but nothing like that.  At the most, I’ve sucked a tit or two.”
 
   Thomas studied her.  “What are you talking about?  You were begging us…”
 
   “That’s my point.  I’ve never done that.  I’ve gotten turned on before… but actually needing you guys to… fucking ravage each other.  That has never happened to me.  Never.”  She took another drag, and Thomas could see that her hands were trembling.
 
   “You’re joking…”
 
   “No!” She yelled.  “It’s fucking unnerving!  I had no control back there!”
 
   Thomas didn’t know whether he should feel proud or scared based on her reaction.
 
   “You’ve got to take her back.”
 
   “Back?”
 
   “To the lab or garage or wherever the fuck they make those things, and get her readjusted.  They’ve got her cranked up way too high.”
 
   Thomas didn’t respond to her.  He drank from his bottle.  
 
   “When she’s this fucking torqued, it turns up your shit, too.  Alone, you two will turn a few heads, but that’s it.  Together, you’re going to set this goddamn city on fire.  And don’t think I don’t mean that literally.  You two are putting off vapors that will twist innocent and not-so-innocent bystanders in half.”
 
   Thomas shrugged dismissively.  “I’ll take it under consideration.”
 
   She said very deliberately, “I had no control, asshole!  If you told me to slit my wrists, I would have done it and come all over myself while I bled to death.”
 
   Thomas recoiled at the visual.  “I’m not in the habit of encouraging people to off themselves.” 
 
   “Really?” Monica asked.  “Are you in the habit of letting a hot naked piece of ass sit on your stiff dick while a stripper in leather restraints fingers herself in the corner of the room?” 
 
   Thomas looked away embarrassed.  “It’s not the same thing…”
 
   “Look, all I’m saying is play it safe.  Take her back.  Let them work on her to bring the intensity level down a notch or two, and you and that giant cock of yours will still get worn out six ways to Sunday.  But the rest of us won’t get caught up in your heat.”
 
   Thomas sighed.  “You’ve really never experienced that before?’
 
   “Not even close.”
 
   She threw the cigarette on the ground and pressed her high-heeled foot down on it.  “By the way, you may have missed this little fact because your brain was juiced up on your new girlfriend, but that wood you’re sporting between your legs, you notice anything different about it?”
 
   “Other than I can’t get it to go away, no.”
 
   “How many times has a woman told you how big it is before?”
 
   Thomas thought about her question and then laughed.  “Never.”
 
   “Have you ever considered yourself… big?”
 
   “No, are you saying I’m not?  That Cora may be engaging in bawdy talk?”
 
   “Honey,” Monica said.  “I’ve seen a mile of cock before, but never one like yours.  You bring a mile to the table all by yourself.”
 
   Thomas blushed. 
 
   “It’s her.”
 
   “What’s her?”
 
   “Your cock is big for her.”
 
   Thomas laughed so hard he started to cough.  “Now, I know you’re crazy.  That makes no sense.”
 
   “You don’t get it do you?  Her hormones have your hormones working overtime.  You’ve got more testosterone running through your veins than you’ve ever had.  Your blood vessels have expanded.  Your metabolism is in high gear. Hell, you’re producing shit inside your body that you don’t normally produce.  Don’t ask me how.  I just know that every part of you is better, including your dick.  The way they’ve got her built, I’d say that fat cock of yours is at least 2 inches bigger than it was yesterday.  At least.”
 
   “You have no idea how… big I was yesterday.”
 
   “You tell me then.”
 
   He thought about it briefly, and realized she was probably right, but he didn’t see how, and he wasn’t sure how something like that could go unnoticed by him. He was significantly bigger. “That’s not possible.”
 
   She opened the door to the club.  “I’m a stripper.  I know dicks.  I know what makes them hard because it’s my business. Turn a guy on in the right way, and he’s bigger than he’s ever been before. Has something to do with blood flow, nitric oxide, blah, blah, blah. The point is a woman makes the right moves, she brings out the bigger dick.  Trust me, I’ve got the moves down to a science. A guy gets a bigger dick, he throws more money on stage.  Pays my mortgage and plastic surgeon.  Synthetics do it without trying.  Never like what that Cora’s done to you, though.”
 
   She placed one foot inside the club. “Need I remind you, sweetie, that you’re at a strip club with a hottie that wasn’t born.  She doesn’t have parents.  She was thought up and put together by a bunch of jerk off men scientists.  You may want to rethink what’s possible.”  
 
   “How do you know they were men?”
 
   “Because she’s a size two.  A woman scientist would have made her at least a size eight.”
 
   Before he could say another word, she slipped inside the club. 
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   The flames popped and crackled in the stone fireplace.   Each time he added an item, whether it was a file or micro drive with data or photograph, the flames jumped higher and danced as they consumed the incriminating object.  His special safe was nearly empty now.  He should have gotten rid of the evidence a long time ago, but the information he was destroying didn’t just contain evidence of his crimes. It was evidence of the crimes of others as well.  He’d found value in that fact.  As long as he held confirmation of the misdeeds of others, he had control.  
 
   As he watched his past being swallowed by the flames, he knew that he no longer had control.  
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   They stood in the lobby of the Conway Towers Hotel before Thomas had fully collected himself.  His mind was playing ping pong with his thoughts.  One minute he fixated on the sensation of Cora straddling him in Sugar’s.  The next minute he heard Monica’s voice in his head encouraging him to return Cora to be readjusted.  And, just when he considered the possibility that the stripper might be right, his mind bounced back to the moment Cora shuddered and came on top of him.  Her face lit up and her breath came out at a quickened  pace.  A ghost of smile accentuated the fire that burned in her bright blue eyes.  Even feeling her collapse to his chest sent electricity through his body.  She was perfect, he told himself.  Monica was full of shit.
 
   “What are we doing here?” Thomas asked as if he had just come out of a deep sleep.  
 
     “I live here,” she said.
 
   Thomas furrowed his brow.  “You live in a hotel?”
 
   Her eyes moved from right to left quickly, almost too quickly to detect.  She was subconsciously searching for facts, facts crammed into her head by the good people at Grant Bio-Syn. “My father insisted.  He thinks it’s safer.  I’m afraid he doesn’t like his daughter living in the big city all be herself.  I came here to be independent, but he isn’t quite ready to let that happen.”
 
   “Your father?”  Thomas craned his neck back to take in the massive lobby.  The large archways, lavish decorations, and plush furniture suggested the hotel catered to an exclusive, upper crust clientele.  “The university must pay well.”
 
   She smiled.  “They should, but they don’t.  My father pays for my room.  I’m not proud of it, but to be frank, it’s fucking awesome living here.  I just can’t say no.”
 
   A man dressed in a dark gray, perfectly tailored suit approached them.  “Good evening, Miss Cora.”
 
   “Charles.”
 
   He handed her a shopping bag from the Intimate Chase.  “A woman delivered this today.”
 
   Taking it and shaking her head she said, “Thank you.  I can’t believe I forgot my clothes…” A smile popped up on her face and she placed her head against Thomas’ shoulder. “Then again, I guess a thing like that is bound to happen if you keep taking them off.”
 
   Thomas’ eyes opened wide at her gall.  He wasn’t comfortable with a strange guy in a nice suit knowing they had been naked all over town.  He tried to give Charles a look to indicate that she was just kidding.  
 
   “How does this evening find you and your gentleman friend?” Charles asked.
 
   “It finds us behaving very badly, Charles,” Cora said grabbing Thomas’ hand.  “But as it turns out, we behave badly so very well.”
 
   Charles’s cheeks turned red and he licked his lips.  “I see,” he said stepping back and pulling a handkerchief from his breast pocket.  He wiped sweat from his brow.
 
   “Are you okay?” Thomas asked.
 
   Charles dabbed his forehead with the handkerchief.  “I’m fine, thank you.  Just feeling a little… overwhelmed.”
 
   Thomas saw the shaken man staring at Cora’s hand in his.  He heard Monica’s voice in his head say, “You two are going to set this city on fire.” He turned to her and said, “I think we should go.”
 
   Cora nodded in agreement.  “Good night, Charles.”
 
   “Good night, Miss Cora, Mr. Miller.”
 
   Thomas hesitated before following Cora to the elevator.  He hadn’t told Charles his name.  “You sure you’re all right?”
 
   Charles had already stopped sweating and his cheeks had returned to their normal hue.  “Fine. I just felt a bit… odd for a moment, but it’s passed,” he said walking away. 
 
   Joining Cora at the elevator, Thomas said, “He looks ill.”
 
   Cora looked over her shoulder at Charles standing near the entrance to the lobby.  “Does he?  I didn’t notice.”
 
   “You didn’t notice?”
 
   She grabbed his hand again.  “I don’t really notice anything when you’re around.” She gave him a soft kiss.
 
   The elevator doors opened, and she quickly pulled Thomas inside. They continued their kiss as the door closed.  After several seconds, he pulled away from her.  “Shouldn’t we select a floor?”
 
   She smiled and tapped the penthouse button.
 
   “You live on the penthouse?”
 
   “No,” she said.  “No one does.  It’s the athletic center.”
 
   “Are we going to work out?”
 
   Smiling she grabbed his massive cock and said, “We certainly are.”  She kissed him gently.  “But first I feel like going for a swim.  I still have Sugar’s all over me.”
 
   “Swim?”
 
   “Yes, swim. You know in a pool with water… can’t you swim, Mr. Miller?”
 
   “I can,” he said. “Traditionally, I’ve done it in a bathing suit.” He pulled back his jacket, revealing the lining.  “Not this kind of suit.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous, Mr. Miller.  I wouldn’t expect you to go swimming in that suit.”  She squeezed his cock.  “I expect you to go swimming in your birthday suit, like me.”
 
   Thomas shook his head and did his best to suppress his grin.  “Oh no, I’m not getting nude in public again.”
 
   “Fine then you can watch me swim nude, Mr. Miller, because I’m getting wet.  From head to toe.  I will be dripping wet.  Soaking wet.”  She delivered the last line in a low, rich whisper in his ear.
 
   “You think you can talk me into anything, don’t you?” he asked.
 
   “I do,” she said.  “And I can.”
 
   “Cora, you overestimate your hold over me.” He was lying, but it was a playful lie. If anything, she underestimated it.
 
   She pushed him against the elevator wall and pressed her body against his.  “Fuck me, Mr. Miller.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Fuck me!  Here!  Now!”  Her tone was forceful and penetrating.
 
   Thomas pushed her back and pinned her against the opposite wall of the elevator.  He grabbed her hands and raised them above her head.  “You want me to fuck you?”
 
   “No,” she said frantically kissing and biting his lip.  “I need you to fuck me.”
 
   He returned her frantic kissing.  “How badly do you need it?”
 
   “I’m burning up for you, Mr. Miller.  I need your cock inside of me.  Put your cock inside of me, now!”  She worked her right hand free and slapped him across the face.  “Fuck me!”  Her hand was rubbing his erection before he had a chance to recover from the slap.  
 
   He smiled, released her other hand, grabbed hold of the top of her cami, and with one violent jerk, ripped the garment down the middle. Her tits popped free, and he bent down, latching onto her right nipple with his mouth and sucked.
 
   She moaned and screeched in ecstasy.  “Take that huge cock out of your pants and fuck me, now!”
 
   He didn’t hear the ding, and he couldn’t even stop himself when the elevator door opened.  But, Cora gently tapped him on the shoulder repeatedly until he released her nipple and pulled back.
 
   “What?!” He asked almost hyperventilating.
 
   “Let’s go swimming,” she said with a lively chuckle.
 
   Thomas turned to the opened elevator door and said, “Swimming?”
 
   “I just feel so… dirty.”  The lively chuckle turned into a diabolical smile.
 
   Thomas stepped away.  “Let’s go swimming.”
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   Minutes after it happened, the Senator received word that Reverend Cornelius Toland had put an antique Remington Colt 45 to his chin and pulled the trigger. The reverend’s wife found a note in her husband’s shirt pocket that read, “God forgive me for my sins and damn my friend Artie Trelow for the temptations I could not resist.”
 
   The Senator had spoken to the reverend a few hours before he killed himself.  The man of God was in a panic.  He was the recipient of a picture similar to the one Trelow had received, except his was of a nude man holding a picture of a public men’s room in the Washington D.C. area.  
 
   The reverend’s wife demanded to know the meaning of the note.  The Senator sighed and simply reminded her that her husband was the spiritual conscience of the nation, and she needed to devote her attention to protecting his legacy.  It wouldn’t do anyone any good to know the contents of his suicide note.  
 
   She demanded that the Senator address her question, but he simply delivered his condolences and hung up the phone.  Sitting at his desk, he was almost relieved that at least one of the loose ends had been closed.  The reverend was a public friend, but not a trusted friend. Senator Arthur Trelow had very few of those. 
 
   He returned his attention to his lovely assistant who was swallowing the erection of the young man who had come by to give the Senator an estimate for lawn care.  
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   As he watched her perfect naked form descend the submerged steps of the pool, he struggled not to grab his cock and stroke it until he unloaded.  He stood on the side of the pool, with his clothes discarded on a chaise lounge chair behind him.  He was hungry for her, eager to touch and explore every inch of her body.  
 
   He dove into the deep end and darted toward her beneath the surface. He slowly emerged behind her.  “I’m going to kiss your shoulder, Cora.”
 
   She didn’t turn, but he could sense her smile.
 
   Thomas gently kissed her soft skin just above her shoulder blade and continued kissing along the base of her neck.  He reached down and extended her arm out of the water.  “I’m going to devour you.”
 
   “You already have, Mr. Miller,” Cora said letting out a small moan and tilting her head back.  
 
   Thomas planted gentle kisses from her shoulder to her finger tips and then maneuvered around her.
 
   “I…” she started to say, but stopped when Thomas put a finger to her lips.
 
   “My turn to tell you what I want.”  He kissed the corner of her mouth.  “I want to touch every inch of your body with my lips.” He kissed her between the eyes.  “Your face.”  He kissed her behind her ear.  “Your neck.”  He kissed the top of her breast.  “Every inch of you.”  He moved his hand underneath the water down to her lower back.  “Most of all, I want to kiss your thighs, your inner thighs.”
 
   He pulled her in tight and could feel her heartbeat against his chest.  “Those sweet, sweet inner thighs,” he said gently thrusting his cock against her lower abdomen.
 
   Her mouth hung slightly open.  Warm swift breaths escaped as she listened to him describe where he wanted to kiss her.  Without realizing it, she let out a faint moan with each exhale. 
 
   The water babbled and gently undulated as they moved around the pool in a naked embrace.  
 
   “Mr. Miller,” she said breaking the steamy silence that had enveloped them. 
 
   “Yes, Cora.”
 
   “I think I love you.” She hugged him and buried her face into the crook of his neck.  He could feel her shake, and he held her tighter.
 
   “Are you crying?”
 
   She pulled back and revealed her red eyes and aching expression.  “It’s just so intense.”
 
   He felt a lump in his throat and held back his own tears.  Kissing her over and over again, he said, “I love you.”  
 
   They heard the ding of the elevator and watched with some embarrassment as the door opened.  They hurried to the side of the pool in an attempt to hide their nakedness, but Thomas stopped when he saw four people wearing HAZMAT suits and gas masks step off the elevator and approach them.  
 
   “Mr. Miller,” the small one in the middle said.  The voice was muffled by the mask, but he could tell it was Ms. Pope.
 
   “Thomas?” Cora looked at him quizzically.  He couldn’t get over how sweet his name sounded coming out of her lips.
 
   Ms. Pope extended her hand.  She was holding the clicker in her hand. 
 
   “Stop!” Thomas shouted.
 
   The dour woman clicked the button on the device and Cora stood in the water motionless.  Every ounce of emotion vacated her beautiful face.
 
   “What did you do?” Thomas said swimming to her.
 
   “I simply paused her,” Ms. Pope said looking at her watch.  Turning to the others in HAZMAT suits, she said, “Give it 30 seconds, and it should be safe to remove the masks.”   
 
   Thomas reached Cora and placed both hands on her face.  “Cora!  Cora!”
 
   “She won’t respond, Mr. Miller.”
 
   “Turn her back on!”
 
   “In due time,” She said removing a towel from a rack.  “If you would be so kind as to extract yourself from the pool, my team needs to take a few samples.”
 
   “Samples?”
 
   She held out the towel over the edge of shallow end of the pool.  “We’ve received some reports that there may be something amiss with this unit’s conditioning.”
 
   “There’s nothing amiss.  She’s perfect.  And stop calling her a unit!”
 
   “Mr. Miller, please.” She stood stoically with the towel hanging from her hand.
 
   He slapped the water and slowly approached her.  As he climbed the stairs, she averted her eyes.  “You said I had 72 hours.”
 
   “And you do.  We won’t be long.”
 
   He took the towel from her and stepped up on the side of the pool.  Wrapping it around his waist, he looked back at Cora and his heart nearly broke in two seeing her so lifeless.  “Hurry up.”
 
   Ms. Pope removed her mask and breathed in deeply.  She gave the thumbs up to the others.  “Clear.”  
 
   After removing their masks, two of the men ran to the side of the pool to attend to Cora.  The other one joined Thomas and Ms. Pope.  He jabbed Thomas’ finger with a white rectangular device that had one sharp needle point. 
 
   Thomas yanked his hand away. “Hey.”
 
   “Sorry,” the man said.  He pulled another device from his belt that looked like a small phone.  Before Thomas could ask what he was doing, the man stuck the needle point of the smaller device into a port on the phone.  “Everything’s fine here.” 
 
   “Fine?”  Ms. Pope asked.
 
   “I mean his testosterone levels are little high and the oxytocin is at levels I’ve never seen before.   But nothing that would account for what Charles or that stripper said.”
 
   Ms. Pope looked at the other two.  “What about the unit?”
 
   Thomas grimaced.
 
   “No, nothing out of the ordinary,” one said.  
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Positive.  In fact, I’d recommend bringing her levels up.  She’s just hovering a little over baseline levels.”
 
   Ms. Pope’s face hardened.  “Someone want to explain to me how we got two separate reports of profusion residue?”
 
   The man standing next to Thomas shrugged and said, “I know Charles.  He’s a horny little weasel.  Wouldn’t trust him alone with my dog, if you know what I mean?”
 
   She rolled her eyes.  “I do, and I’d thank you to steer clear of those types of analogies in the future.”
 
   He looked down sheepishly.  “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Could be a case of SSD,” one of the men kneeling down next to Cora said.  
 
   “SSD?” Thomas asked.
 
   Ms. Miller explained.  “Sometimes when someone witnesses a bio-synthetic and their match engage in a highly charged sexualized act, that person can inadvertently absorb a toxic level of the combined pheromone exchange because their own pheromone ID is so similar to the match and the unit .  We call that synchronized spectator drift, but it’s rare.  Rare enough that I’ve only seen it myself one time in fifteen years with the company.”  She directed her next comment to the man who suggested the notion of spectator drift. “And we’ve never had a recorded case where it happened twice in one night.  Statistically, it’s impossible.”
 
   The man shrugged.  “Just throwing it out there.”
 
   The man next to him said, “I’m with Rusty on this one.  Charles is a creep and a half, and the stripper just got horny as shit.  No big mystery.”
 
   She considered the situation and then threw up her hands.  “I’m convinced.”
 
   “Should we bring her levels up?” One of the men next to Cora asked.
 
   “I’ll leave that to, Mr. Miller,” Ms. Pope said.
 
   “What do you say, Mr. Miller?” The man asked.  “Should we kick things up a notch or two.”
 
   Thomas quickly said, “No!”  He couldn’t imagine how he could handle Cora if they did anything to raise her levels.”
 
   The group from Grant Bio-Syn collected their gas masks and moved to the elevator.
 
   “Wait,” Thomas said, “What about Cora?”
 
   Ms. Pope held up the clicker.  “You’ve had one of these all along, Mr. Miller.  Inside pocket of your jacket.  I’d wait until we’re on our way down.  She’ll be momentarily confused, but it will pass, and she’ll have no memory of us or this whole intrusive incident.”
 
   The elevator door opened and they stepped inside.  
 
   “Ms. Pope,” Thomas said running after them.  “Can I talk to you about something?”
 
   “I wouldn’t want to take up any more of your Cora time.”
 
   “It’s about that.” 
 
   She pushed the button for the lobby.  “What about that?”
 
   “I think she’s different… Cora, that is.”
 
   “Different than what?”
 
   “Than the other bio-synthetics.  She’s special.”
 
   The men on the elevator let out a half laugh, half groan.
 
   “They all are, Mr. Miller.”
 
   “No, I mean it.  You don’t know her like I do.  She’s a person like you and me.”
 
   The door started to close.  “No, she’s not, Mr. Miller.  She’s a bio-synthetic scheduled to be decommissioned in…” She looked at her watch.  “Sixty-three hours.”  The elevator doors closed. 
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   They hooked up a live feed from his house so he could do the interview from his study.  The nation wanted to know how the legendary Senator was reacting to his friend’s death.  He was devastated.  He knew that Cornelius had been troubled, but he’d no idea just how deeply troubled he was.  He sent out his prayers to Linda, the reverend’s wife, and wished her God’s speed in dealing with the loss.  She could count on the Senator for anything she needed. 
 
   When the interviewer tried to veer the questions towards his son’s campaign, the Senator admonished the man for the inappropriate timing.  It was time to honor Reverend Cornelius Toland not talk about his son’s presidential campaign.  
 
   After the interview, Judge Davis called.  His voice was weak and shaky.  He understood why the Reverend did what he did because he had thought about doing it himself.  The Senator advised against it.  It would just bring more attention to the connection between the Judge and the Reverend, and the Judge’s daughter would ultimately come under more scrutiny.  Such a thing would only ruin her career.  
 
   The Senator hung up the phone.  He sat in his padded leather office chair and planted his feet on the ground.  Once the demands for comments on his friend’s death were completely satisfied, he would have to take charge of the increasingly volatile situation.  It was time he took back control.
 
   Until then, he knew what to do to relax.  He invited the cameraman and sound man, still wrapping up from the shoot, to get acquainted with his assistant.
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   The group of Grant Bio-Syn employees didn’t speak for several minutes as the elevator slowly descended.  Ms. Pope stared at her reflection in the polished stainless steel doors and assessed what had just happened.  She became irritated when one of the men spoke.
 
   “That guy seem familiar to anyone else?”
 
   She turned to him.  “What do you mean?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he shrugged.  “He just looks… like somebody.”
 
   “Like who?”
 
   The man nervously scratched behind his ear.  He wished he hadn’t said anything.  He hated getting interrogated by Ms. Pope, or, as some at work called her, stick-up-her-ass Pope.  “I can’t put a finger on it.”
 
   “Then why would you say anything?”
 
   He shook his head frantically and backed as far away from her as the elevator would allow.
 
   She turned back around and sighed deeply.  She turned to the man to her left.  “Hold onto that sample from Mr. Miller.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Run a full diagnostic when we get back to campus.”
 
   “Anything special you’re looking for?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” she said facing front again.  She did not elaborate.
 
   The three men covertly exchanged looks of confusion, but didn’t dare question her further.
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   Thomas hurried to his jacket and fumbled through his inside pocket.  He found the clicker, stood, aimed it at Cora, but stopped short of pushing the button when he saw Duncan standing over her at the edge of the pool.
 
   “Where did you come from?” he asked feeling angry, but sounding panicked.  A flood of memories came rushing back to him about his conversation with Duncan in the bathroom at the restaurant.  He instantly felt afraid of the man.
 
   “Service elevator.”  The lean thug squatted on one knee and examined the lifeless bio-synthetic.  “They upgraded the Cora model since the last time I saw one. tits are bigger, got that nice tear drop shape.  Used to be small soft mounds.” He mimicked the shape by holding his hands up in front of his chest in an open gnarled gesture.  “Nice, but these are much fucking better.”
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   Duncan peered through the water at Cora’s backside.  “This unit has always had a world class ass, though.  Can’t improve on that.”
 
   “I asked you a question?”
 
   “I got fucking nervous when I saw the HAZMAT shitheads moving in.  I thought they were going to take my organs.”
 
   “She’s not…!” Thomas was about to tear into him about calling Cora organs, but he realized it wouldn’t help.  Duncan was a prick.  Pricks just become bigger pricks when you try to take a stand.  “They didn’t take her.  They just ran some quick tests on us.”
 
   “Tests?  What the fuck for?”
 
   “I don’t know.  They just did, all right.  It must just be something they do.”
 
   “Fuck that.  I’ve never seen them do it before.”
 
   Thomas was growing more irritated.  “It had something to do with…” He searched his brain for what Ms. Pope had called it.  “SSD!”  He shouted.
 
   Duncan’s expression went from brutish annoyance to childlike curiosity in an instant.  “Fuck me.  Drift?”
 
   “Yeah, something, something drift,” Thomas said.
 
   Duncan laughed.  “I thought that was a fucking myth.  Talked to a guy once who said he got caught up in a drift.  Walked in on a synthetic and his match fucking in an empty movie theater.  Dude said he couldn’t help himself, choked his chicken on the spot and kept choking it.  Nearly pulled his own pecker off.  Had to have surgery to save it.”
 
   Thomas closed his eyes and put his hands on his hips.  “Feel free to not share those kinds of stories with me in the future, okay?”
 
   “I thought the fucker was full of shit, but if Grant Bio-Syn came running in here in their space suits, it actually might be a real thing.”
 
   “A real thing that didn’t happen to Cora and me.  Our levels, whatever the fuck those are, checked out.”
 
   “They do a Schumann’s Resonance test?”
 
   “No… I don’t know… a what?”
 
   “A Schumann’s Resonance test.”  Duncan held up his fingers in the shape of a gun.  “Did they have something that looks like a scanner, you know like in retail and shit.  They use it to check prices.”
 
   “Prices?  Cora has a price?”
 
   Duncan rolled his eyes.  “No, dumbshit.  I’m just saying that’s what the Schumann’s Resonance test device looks like.  Did you see something that looked like that?”
 
   Thomas shook his head.  “What’s a Schumann’s Resonance?”
 
   “Not a hundred percent sure myself.  Has something to do with electromagnetic fields.  All I know is if that shit gets out of whack, it can cause a little bit of chaos.  Can’t believe they didn’t test for it.  Fucking amateurs came up here for nothing?”
 
   Thomas didn’t respond.  He was too busy trying to process the events of the last ten minutes. 
 
   Duncan pulled a pair of tweezers and magnifying glass from his coat pocket.  “Well, let’s make it a little harder for them to find you should they feel the need to pay you a visit again.”  He stooped down, turned Cora’s head toward him, and tilted her chin up.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Looking for a flea’s dick,” Duncan said holding the magnifying glass over Cora’s left ear. 
 
   “The GPS tracker,” Thomas said to himself as he moved around the pool towards the woman he loved and the thug who wanted to harvest her organs.
 
   “Got it,” Duncan said straightening his back and holding up the tweezers.
 
   Thomas slowed and stared at Duncan’s outstretched hand as he approached.  “I don’t see anything.”
 
   “That’s not too fucking surprising,” Duncan said holding the magnifying glass in front of the tweezers.  “I told you it’s small as shit.”
 
   Thomas squinted and finally saw that small sliver of filament. “It looks like…”
 
   “A flea’s dick,” Duncan said standing.  “I told you.”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   Duncan moved around him.  He held up his watch.  “You got less than 63 hours, kid.  Make ‘em count.”
 
   “Wait, wait.  I need to tell you something.” 
 
   Duncan stopped and turned to him.  “You got something like that waiting to fuck your brains out and you want chit-chat with me?  They get you the wrong gender, kid?  You like your synthetics with a little less tit and a little more dick?”
 
   “No, listen to me.” The panic was back in his voice.  “A mistake has been made.”
 
   “What mistake?”
 
   “She’s not a bio-synthetic.”
 
   Duncan turned and looked at her.  “Kid, new tits aside, that’s a Cora.  There’s no question about it.”
 
   “It can’t be.  She’s a person.  I know it.”
 
   Duncan shook his head and started to walk away again, but Thomas grabbed his arm.  “Not a good idea, kid.”
 
   “Don’t you understand, Duncan?  I love her.  She can’t be a synthetic if I love her.”
 
   Duncan fought a smile.  For whatever reason, he liked the dumbass kid, and he felt a little twinge of sympathy for him.  “That’s what synthetics are made for, kid, to fall in love with.  And matches always do.  They can’t help it.  They fall, and they fall hard.  But it’s a fake love.  It’s not real.  It’s all those fucking hormones your body is spitting out.  At about hour 68, give or take, the feeling will start to fade.   When you’ve spent all 72 with her, you’ll see through the bullshit.  It’s possible you won’t care, but you’ll know it’s not real.  You may even be anxious to get rid of her.  Don’t worry, I’ll be there to help you out, and you’ll get a little reward for your troubles.  Three hours after she’s gone, you’ll barely remember her.  That’s how it works.”
 
   Dejected, Thomas let go of Duncan’s arm.  “That can’t be true.”
 
   “It is,” Duncan said putting some distance between himself and the poor brokenhearted slob.  “But two things you should know.  A - Once you turn her back on, you’ll refuse to believe what I just told you.  It’ll feel like genuine love. And in a purely hormonal way, I guess it kind of is, if you think fucking and sucking is love. 
 
   “And two - no matter how many times you tell her you love her, she will never, ever, not once, say it back to you.  Grant Bio-Syn has removed that word from her vocabulary.  She doesn’t love you back, kiddo.  It keeps things less complicated, and helps speed up that fade out period.  Sorry to be the one to break it to you.”
 
   Thomas stood dumbfounded as he watched Duncan disappear down the hallway to the service elevator.  He thought about stopping him once again to tell him he was wrong.  Cora wasn’t like the other bio-synthetics.  She did love Thomas.  She had said it.   The word that was supposedly removed from her vocabulary escaped her mouth in an intense moment of intimacy. But something inside him told him he needed to keep that piece of information to himself.   
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   She had no memory of the… intrusive event, as Ms. Pope put it.  After Thomas brought her out of her catatonic state, her eyes fluttered and she gasped once as if she were taking in oxygen after holding her breath for an unnaturally long period of time.  
 
   He jumped in the water and rushed to her.  “Are you okay?”
 
   Rushing to him, she said that word she didn’t know three times in rapid secession.  “I love you, I love you, I love you.”  It was as if she knew that time was running out for them, and she had limited opportunities to let him know just how much she did really love him.  
 
   They met in the middle of the pool, water cascading all around them as they embraced, holding on tightly to one another. He blocked out the world that said this wasn’t genuine.  She’d opened up her mind to a concept she had not been conditioned to know.  The lust that had fueled their time together up to that point was still present and burning, but something bigger outshined it now.  It was a feeling of flawless serendipity.  That they were exactly where they were supposed to be.  That every fabric of space was woven to accommodate this moment of discovery.   
 
   This was real love. Thomas was sure of it.  
 
   She hugged him tighter and said, “Are you sure you love me?”
 
   “I have never been surer of anything in my life.”
 
   “But I haven’t exactly been…respectable up to this point,” she laughed.
 
   “What do you mean, respectable?”
 
   “I mean I begged you to fuck me on the elevator, not to mention I rode your cock like it was a bull in a rodeo in Sugar’s, and I practically raped you in the dressing room… I use the word cock like it’s going out of style. It’s all been a string of whorish exploits up to this point, and I’m under the impression that men don’t exactly fall in love with whores…”
 
   “First of all, you didn’t beg me to fuck you on the elevator.  You more or less ordered me to.  Second of all, I love you because of all those things, and I love you because you know how to laugh and smile and you know how to make me laugh and smile.  I love you because you treat everyone the same.  You’re fearless. You’re funny.  You’re a fucking sexual freak.   I love you because you know my favorite color and my favorite food, and I love you because I didn’t even hesitate to tell you the quote from my mother.  I’ve never told anyone that before.  I love you not just because of the person you are, but because of the person I am around you.”
 
   She leaned back and stared at him stunned and then kissed him hard.  Pulling her lips away she said, “Question.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Why aren’t you fucking me right now?” She smiled.
 
   “I thought you’d never ask…”
 
   The elevator dinged again followed by the telltale swish of the doors opening.  They heard a man hoot with excitement and a woman laugh uproariously.  
 
   “Oops,” Cora whispered.
 
   “What?” Thomas asked.
 
   “We’re naked.”
 
   Thomas pulled her in close.  “Fuck it.  Let them see.”
 
   “That may be the sexiest thing you’ve said all night, Mr. Miller.”
 
   “Well, well, lookie here!” the man yelled.  “We got us a couple of nudies in the pool!”
 
   It wasn’t hard to tell the couple was a product of Grant Bio-Syn’s handy work.  The man was a potbellied lout in a Speedo with more hair on his back than on his head, and the bottle of Scotch he was carrying was expensive and half empty. 
 
   The woman was a bleached blonde with a body that was meticulously built for making men weak in the knees and stiff in the dick.  Her perky ‘D’ tits bounced like heavy balloons underneath a bikini top that looked like it was made for a toddler.  Her wide hips swayed to and fro as she followed the fat man into the pool area.  Her lips, her eyes, her nose, could not have been sculpted any better by the most gifted artist on the planet.
 
   The man raised his bottle of Scotch, “To Grant Bio-Syn!”
 
   Thomas wheeled around still holding onto Cora and moved to the other end of the pool.  He desperately tried to come up with a dignified exit so he could get as far away from the fat man and his synthetic.
 
   “Hey,” the drunk man called out.  “Look at what my Amber can do!”
 
   Thomas and Cora turned to the two newcomers just as Amber yanked the unfortunate looking man’s Speedo down to the floor, got on her knees, and started sucking his average sized penis.
 
   “Oh, my,” Cora said. 
 
   “What…”
 
   The man hooted again.  “Is that fucking amazing or what…?  Oh, wait… here it comes… hold on a second…”
 
   “It’s so awful, but I can’t look away,” Thomas said.
 
   “I know,” Cora said.
 
   “Bam!” The man yelled as he came in Amber’s mouth.   
 
   “That did not just happen,” Thomas said.
 
   “Wait that’s not the best part!” The main said excitedly.
 
   Amber reached up and grabbed her arm to steady herself as she convulsed and shook. Her moans and euphoric expression suggested she orgasmed, too.
 
   “Can you believe it?  She comes every time she blows me.”  His belly shook as he let out a disturbing laugh.  “Just discovered that this morning.  That’s the tenth time we’ve done it since breakfast.  And fella, let me tell you, she can suck a goddamn dick.”
 
   “Look at her,” Cora whispered.  “She doesn’t look right.”
 
   Thomas suspected Amber was just doing what she was conditioned to do.
 
   “What about yours?” the man said still with his Speedos around his ankles.  “What’s yours do?”
 
   They reached the farthest end of the pool.  “Kind of having a private moment here, mister,” Thomas said.
 
   “Private?”
 
   “Yeah, with my girlfriend.”
 
   “Girlfriend…?” The man scratched his round belly and then laughed.  “I get it.  Girlfriend.”  He took a swig of his Scotch.  “Have your private moment.  Me and Amber will have us a sit down.  When you’re done, maybe we can swap.  Amber will do that dick sucking thing on you and your unit can show me her special tricks!”
 
   Thomas’ blood boiled.  He released Cora and raced through the water towards the fat man and his synthetic.  
 
   Cora called after him, but he ignored her.  He didn’t know if it was the hormones or what, but he wanted to beat the hell out of the potbellied bastard.  
 
   Out of the water, Thomas approached the man menacingly.  “She’s not a unit!”
 
   “Okay, whatever,” the man said backing away.  “I didn’t know.  I just thought she was a synthetic.  I mean this is a Grant Bio-Syn hotel.  She is beautiful…” He stopped when he noticed Thomas’ impressive erection.  “Good God, man!  Put that thing away!”
 
   “What? You can stand around with your dick out, but I can’t?” Thomas said clenching his fists.
 
   The man drank from his bottle.  “That ain’t a dick.  That’s a fucking… baby’s leg.”  He laughed at his own joke.
 
   Amber crawled toward Thomas with her eyes rolling back in her head and making grunting noises like a rabid animal.
 
   “Amber, sweetie, leave that man’s baby’s leg alone.” The words came out of the fat man’s mouth in a slurry mess.”
 
   Thomas backed away as Amber got closer, turning to his side to protect his most vulnerable body part.
 
   Amber lunged for Thomas’ swinging dick. He pulled away just in the nick of time.  She kept stumbling toward him on her hands and knees.
 
   “Hey!” Cora said hoisting herself out of the pool.  “Leave him alone,” she screamed as she carefully ran on the wet concrete around the pool.
 
   “Shit!” the fat man belched.  “You sure that ain’t a synthetic.  She’s fucking perfect.”
 
   “Call her off,” Thomas said as he continued to back away from an advancing Amber.
 
   “Amber!” the man yelled.  “Come here!”
 
   She ignored him.
 
   “Amber!” The man looked utterly confused.  “She ain’t never disobeyed me before.  I got a fucking submissive one.”  He attempted to step forward, but fell flat on his face when his feet got tangled in his Speedos.  The bottle of Scotch flew into the pool.
 
   Had Thomas not been afraid of the growling bio-synthetic unit crawling after him, he would have thought it was funny.
 
   “Oh, shit, shit, shit,” the man said rolling on his back.  Blood was pouring out of his nose.
 
   Cora hurriedly stepped in front of Thomas.  Amber stopped and looked up at her fellow bio-synthetic and sniffed the air.  
 
   “Back off,” Cora said.  
 
   Amber stood baring her teeth like an animal. Slowly her expression softened, and Thomas recognized the look that was settling on her face.  It was the same one Charles had in the lobby and Monica had in Sugar’s.  It was an erotically fueled pleading.
 
   Cora noticed the change in her expression and reached out for Amber.  “Are you okay?  Do you need help?”
 
   The fat man wailed in agony.  “Amber, honey.  Big Daddy’s in pain.  Help me.”
 
   Amber looked at her own hands and said, “What am I?”
 
   “What are you?” Cora asked.  She turned to Thomas and then back to the platinum blonde.  “Maybe you should sit down.”
 
   A look of horror flooded Amber’s face.  “I’m not real. I’m not real. What am I?”
 
   Thomas had seen enough.  He grabbed Cora’s arm and pulled her away.  “C’mon, let’s go.”
 
   “We can’t just leave her here,” Cora said.
 
   “Amber!” the fat man called out.  “Please…”
 
   “Not with that pig,” Cora said.
 
   “Trust me,” Thomas said.  “I think she’s better off if we’re not around.”
 
   He retrieved his suit and Cora’s clothes and ran to the elevator.  He was pretty sure what just happened had something to do with drifting.  The only thing that could help Amber is if he and Cora got as far away from her as possible.  The fat man was drunk enough that he wouldn’t remember what happened, and Thomas was pretty sure Amber would return to her submissive persona as soon as they were gone.  In fact, as he pulled his pants on by the elevator, he saw the pleading look melt away from Amber’s face.  The same thing happened to Charles when Cora walked away.  And Monica was fine when she was alone with Thomas in the alley.  As long as there was some distance between Thomas and Cora, other people and bio-synthetics were fine, but once they were next to each other, the fire was set and everyone got burned.  He had no explanation why Amber came at him like she did, but he didn’t care for the moment.  He just wanted out of there.  “Cora,” he said when the elevator door opened.
 
   Cora looked at him and then back at Amber.  “Are you okay?”
 
   Amber nodded with an innocent smile.  “You going to party with us?”
 
   Cora didn’t respond right away.  “Party…? 
 
   Amber saw the fat man squirming in pain on the floor for the first time.  “Big Daddy, what happened?” She asked as she bounced over to him.
 
   Thoroughly confused,  Cora ran to the elevator.
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   The triple-ply plate glass window went from floor to ceiling.  She stood in a soft white cotton robe in front of it seemingly taking in the shimmering city skyline.  The view was breathtaking, but she didn’t notice it at all.  For the first time that she could remember, her mind was not in the present.  Her mind was in the past.  Specifically, she could not get Amber’s face out of her head.  The rage, the pleading, the confusion, it frightened Cora, and she couldn’t figure out why.
 
   Thomas exited the bathroom and stopped with a jolt.  The sight of her staring out the window and the mighty metropolis staring back at her was picturesque.  It was if the buildings, the lights, the stars, even the curve of the Earth were are all taking in her beauty. He moved in behind her and put his arms around her waist.  
 
   Her shoulders relaxed at his touch.  “Why am I so frightened?” she asked.
 
   He kissed the base of her neck.  “Are you?  Of what?”
 
   “There was just something so unsettling about Amber.”
 
   “That was a little freaky,” he said trying to downplay it.  “But I think the guy wearing those Speedos was scarier.  Not to mention that little show they put on.”
 
   “Really,” she said leaning into him. “Who in their right mind would have sex in public like that?”
 
   “Yes,” he agreed.  “Who indeed?”
 
   They gently swayed back and forth.  
 
   “She just seemed so lost,” Cora said.
 
   “She seemed okay when we left.”
 
   Cora sighed.  “She did, didn’t she?”
 
   “You know what I think?”  
 
   “What?”
 
   “I think they were both under the influence of that $1,500 bottle of Scotch.”
 
   She reached back and ran her fingers through his hair.  “You’re probably right.”
 
   Without her noticing, he untied the belt that held her robe closed.  He distracted her by placing his lips on her earlobes and gently breathing.  Her body tensed as she arched her back.  The robe fell to the floor and she now stood naked in front of the city.  
 
   “You are quite the sneaky devil, Mr. Miller.”
 
   “I would like to remedy something.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “We have known each other for all of 10 hours now…”  He kissed her shoulder.
 
   “Yes,” she said arching her back even further.
 
   “Well, we have had… some encounters that have been unbelievably amazing.”
 
   “Mr. Miller, you’re doing an awful lot of beating around the bush.  I prefer my men to get straight to the point.”
 
   “The point is I still don’t know what you taste like,” he said gently biting her neck.
 
   She bit her lip and pressed against him even harder.  “How do you propose we remedy that?”
 
   His hand slid down her stomach.  “First, I’d like a sample.”  He stopped when the tips of his fingers rested on the hood of her clit.  Her hips involuntarily pushed back and she inhaled and held it.  His finger moved tenderly around the soft fleshy mound. She dug her toes into the carpet. “Breathe,” he whispered.
 
   She labored to release the air from her lungs and then quickly sucked up more air as the tingling sensation in her clit moved up her body.  “Oh… oh… oh…” she couldn’t collect her thoughts enough to put a coherent sentence together.  
 
   “I’m going to stick my finger in your pussy now.” 
 
   She was going to tell him to shut up and do it, but he quickly slid a finger past her clit and stuck it in her.  She cried out fighting the pleasure that was soaring through every inch of her body.  
 
   He rubbed the spongy tissue just under her clit and she squirmed.  Her hips worked in rhythmic motion with his finger.  She gyrated and moaned and begged him to keep going.  He complied until he felt the walls of her pussy contract at which point he quickly removed his finger.  She screamed and leaned forward, placing her hands on the window, her hips involuntarily moved back and forth as she came.  
 
   She looked at his reflection in the glass, and he smiled back at her.  His finger was glistening.  Slowly, he brought the finger to his mouth and licked it.  “I have never tasted anything sweeter, Cora.”
 
   She turned grabbed his finger and stuck it in her mouth.  “No more samples, Mr. Miller,” she said releasing his hand and pushing him back.  “I’m going to lie down on the bed, and you’re going to eat my pussy.”
 
   He scooped her up and quickly carried her to the bed.  
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   Ms. Pope let the file sit on the desk in front of her without looking at it right away.  Donnie sat across from her wishing she’d get to it.  He hated spending more time than he had to with the hard-ass and that’s exactly why she was making him wait.  She knew she wasn’t liked by her subordinates.  She relished that fact.  Work isn’t a place where you make friends.  Work is where you get shit done.  It’s exactly why the few superiors she had loved her.  
 
   She weaved her fingers together on her lap and stared at Donnie for a few seconds to watch him squirm before she asked, “What did you find, Donald?”
 
   He hated that fucking name.  With a nervous timbre he said, “The sample we got from Mr. Miller was tainted.”
 
   She picked up the folder.  “Explain.”
 
   “Well, at first it looked normal.  Everything checked out: hemoglobin, white blood cells, platelets, liver enzymes…”
 
   “Speed this along, Donald.”
 
   He tasted a hint of bile and swallowed.  “Yes, ma’am.  I ran a DNA test and that’s where I found the contamination.”
 
   She twirled her hand in the air to signal him to spit it out.
 
   “The mitochondrial DNA results were fucked,” he said.
 
   “Fucked how?”
 
   “I found a chrome tattoo.”
 
   She furrowed her brow and leaned forward.  “That’s not possible, Donald.”  Grant Bio-Syn used a patent protected tagging process on the chromosomes of their units that locked down the cellular structure.  It prevented third parties from sequencing the DNA of their product and cloning the bio-synthetics.  Internally, they were known as chrome tattoos.  They can only be found in Grant Bio-Syn bio-synthetic units.  
 
   “You screwed up,” Ms. Pope said.  
 
   “No, ma’am…”
 
   “You screwed up, Donald.  You ran the Cora unit’s sample by mistake.”
 
   “That’s what I thought, so I checked and rechecked.”
 
   She quickly flipped through the file.  Everything he said was accurate.  “Has this kind of contamination happened before?”
 
   “No, ma’am.  I’ve gone through test results for the past twenty years…”
 
   “Did you unlock the tag?”
 
   “Ma’am?  No, I didn’t see the point.  I mean it’s just a simple contamination…”
 
   “Simple?”  Her face was red with anger and the volume of her voice was disturbing.  She usually didn’t get loud.  She was normally a cool tyrant.  This was a different experience for her.  She didn’t like it.  “We’ve never seen these results before in the entire history of the company, Donald.  How is that simple?”
 
   “I don’t know…”
 
   “Unlock the tag.  Tell me what we’re dealing with.”
 
   He sat across from her and twisted in his chair.  “It will take some time.  It’s a stray chrome tat.  I don’t have a unit to associate it with.  Without the unit, I don’t know the encryption.  We change the protocols every three months for security purposes.  No two units use the same protocols…”
 
   “Donald, why are you telling me what I already know?”
 
   He stammered.  “That’s a lot of fucking work to find out how a bullshit blood sample got contaminated.” He immediately regretted his choice of tone and wording.
 
   “Are you adverse to a lot of fucking work, Donald? Because I know a few up and comers who aren’t so reluctant to take on laborious tasks.”
 
   He shook his head.  “I’m simply trying to say that Mr. Miller’s Cora unit will be decommissioned and a distant memory by the time I’m likely to unlock the tag.”
 
   She leaned back.  “Maybe not.  What was that idiot’s name?”   
 
   He didn’t answer.  She thought everyone was an idiot.  It would take him more time to narrow down who she was talking about than it would to unlock the tag.
 
   “The one on the elevator who thought Mr. Miller looked familiar.”
 
   “Oh, that idiot would be Louis Wilson.”
 
   She stood.  “Find him.  Meet me in the Grant Exhibit Hall in 20… 15 minutes.”
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   Her body was glistening with sweat.  His naked body hovered over hers. He lightly traced an invisible line from her collar bone to the middle of her chest.  He marked the spot with a kiss.  His finger traveled down to her left nipple and again he marked the spot with a kiss.
 
   “The other one’s jealous,” she said with a fuck-me smile.
 
   He returned it with an in-due-time smile, and gently ran his finger down the curve of the left breast and up the curve of the right, resting on her nipple.  The kiss he delivered made her shiver with excitement.  He continued down her body with his finger and stopped when it was on the middle of her pubic bone.  He leaned down, brushed her clit with his razor stubble and accentuated the spot with his tongue this time.
 
   Her heart raced as she anticipated where his finger would stop next.  She needed the kiss that would follow.  How divine it was going to be to feel his tongue on her clit.  She gripped the covers on the bed and reminded herself to breathe. 
 
   His finger bypassed her soft mound and rested on her inner thigh.  
 
   She moaned in frustration, but let out an unexpected squeal of delight when she felt his lips rest on her wet skin.  “Oh, my God.  The other one… Kiss the other one.”
 
   He placed two more kisses on her left leg and then slowly moved to her right, blowing a hot gentle breath on her clit as he passed over it.  She squirmed.  Three kisses on her right inner thigh, and she couldn’t take anymore.
 
   “This is fucking torture… what are you doing to me?”
 
   “I’m savoring the moment,” he said kissing her so far up her inner thigh she could almost feel a whisper of his lips on her swollen vagina.  
 
   She shuddered.  “I need to feel your tongue on my pussy, Mr. Miller.  Just please let me feel it…”  She moaned.
 
   He placed his face inches from her sweet spot.  “Are you sure?”
 
   She placed her hands on the back of his head and tried to push it down, but it wouldn’t budge.  “Please… Mr. Miller, lick my pussy!”
 
   He placed his tongue on her clit and flicked it up and down.
 
   She jolted and screamed so loud he was sure aircraft orbiting outside of Earth’s atmosphere could hear her.  
 
   “More!  More!  More!”
 
   Instead of continuing he kissed her inner thigh again.
 
   “Oh my God!  I’m going to die if you don’t lick my pussy, Mr. Miller!”
 
   He smiled and placed his mouth over her clit.  But he didn’t do anything for several seconds.  
 
   She bucked in his face and said, “Please… Please… Please!”
 
   He alternated between sucking her clit and flicking it with his tongue.  Her hips rose and fell rapidly.  He had to artfully keep pace with her rhythm, so they were in perfect sync. 
 
   He reached up with both hands and spread her legs apart at the thighs, a gesture that excited her even more.  
 
   “Suck it!  Suck it!  Suck it!”  She screamed.  
 
   He complied. She tasted so sweet, and she got wetter with each passing second.  He couldn’t help but crave her.  He removed one of his hands from her thigh and stroked his cock.  
 
   In one swift move, she pushed his head back and slid away from him on the bed.  “I’m coming….” She said as she convulsed and gasped for air. 
 
   He raised up and stroked twice more before he ejected a massive load that landed just under her chin.  Streams of cum continued to squirt out until both breasts were covered in the sticky substance.  Just as he thought he couldn’t come anymore the flavor of her sweet juices lingered and penetrated his taste buds, causing him to come each time his brain registered the intoxicating essence of her.  His adrenaline soared.  He was out of his mind with desire.  He wanted to take her, ravage her, enter her, and pound her to hear her scream in utter ecstasy.  It didn’t matter that he had already come.  He felt a never-ending need to explore every fiber of passion and lust that drew them together.  
 
   Cora moaned and rubbed his cum into her skin.  “I can’t believe what you do to me, Mr. Miller.”
 
   He fell to the bed in a heap.  “I want…” he said trying to settle himself.  “I want to give you every molecule of pleasure that exists in the world, Cora.  And I won’t stop until I have.”
 
   She rolled over and placed her hand on his chest.  “The second I saw you in that bar I knew we were meant to be together.”
 
   He laughed in between breaths.  “Don’t you mean the second I gave you that stupid line?”
 
   She played with his chest hair.  “I mean what I said.  I walked into that bar and saw this man with his back to me.  He had broad shoulders… As soon as you turned around, I knew you were the person I was destined to be with… It sounds insane, right?  We’ve only known each other for… less than a day, and I know without a doubt this is my forever.”
 
   He brushed her hair off her face.  “You really knew before I gave you that line?”
 
   “Please, if anything that line should have sent me running.”
 
   He pulled her in close.  She was different.  She wasn’t like all the bio-synthetics out there.  They were meant to be together.  Kissing her forehead he said, “I’m going to find a way to keep us together.”
 
   She pulled back.  “What does that mean?”
 
   “I mean nothing is going to keep us a part.”
 
   “What could possibly keep us apart?”
 
   He thought about telling her everything.  He wanted to, but his mind went back to Amber’s face when she realized for that brief moment that she wasn’t who she thought she was.  She was something completely foreign and unnatural.  Thomas pulled her back in again and said the other thing that threatened their relationship, “My past may keep us apart.”   
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   Donnie and Louis walked into the huge display hall lamenting their luck at having to spend so much of their day with Pope.  They talked in a low whisper because they were convinced that she had super hearing.  She could be four campuses away and still hear them.  
 
   Grant Hall was more or less a large dimly lit hangar.  Glass tubes displaying bio-synthetic models, past, and present, in a blue luminous solution were strategically placed throughout the building.  A plaque next to each unit listed each member of the design team, and a paper thin digital screen hung above the plague rotating through pictures of the engineering team. 
 
   The two Grant Bio-Syn employees heard the click of Ms. Pope’s heels echo throughout the  room as she approached, but they couldn’t get a bead on which direction she was traveling.
 
   “Gentleman,” she said stepping out in front of them.
 
   They both jumped.
 
   She looked at her watch.  “Seventeen minutes, Donnie.  I said fifteen.”
 
   Donnie shrugged.  “I couldn’t find him.”
 
   “I was getting a snack…”
 
   “I don’t really care,” she said holding up her hand.  “Louis, is it?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “You said that Mr. Miller looked familiar.”
 
   “Yeah, sort of.”
 
   “Sort of?”
 
   “Well, there was something about his face.  I told you I couldn’t put my finger on it…”
 
   “I would like you to.”
 
   “You would like me to what?’
 
   “Put a finger on it, and quickly.”
 
   He looked at Donnie, but his coworker was no help.  “I’ll try.”
 
   “I did not call you in here to try, Louis.” She slowly started to circle her two subordinates.  “You are to recall where you have seen Mr. Miller’s face before.”
 
   Louis’s eyes scanned several of the bio-synthetic displays.  “Why here?”
 
   “Because this room is full of faces…”
 
   “Wait,” Donnie said, “you think Miller is actually a bio-syn?”
 
   “I don’t know what he is,” Ms. Pope said.  “I do know that you found a chrome tat in his sample.  Until today, chrome tats have only shown up in samples taken from where…? Louis, care to hazard a guess?”
 
   Nervously he said, “Bio-syns?”
 
   “Bio-syns, exactly.  It seems logical that we eliminate the possibility that the face we’re looking for isn’t one of our units first.”  She started to walk away, but stopped.  “Donnie, is there anything in our archives about bio-syn to bio-syn matching?”
 
   “Why would we match a bio-syn to a bio-syn?”
 
   She shrugged.  “Curiosity, testing, there are any number or reasons.”
 
   He shook his head.  “We wouldn’t run tests like that, but R&D might.  I don’t have access to their archives.”
 
   “Of course you don’t,” she said with a condescending tone.   Her heels clicked across the floor as she exited the building.  
 
   When they heard the door close, Louis said, “Holy shit, she scares the hell out of me.”
 
   Donnie slapped him across the back of his head. “Pussy.  Might as well get started so we can get the hell out of here.  This place gives me the willies.”
 
   Louis laughed and slapped him across the back of the head.  “Pussy.”
 
   “Ha ha.  This is nothing but a waste of time anyway.”
 
   “You don’t think Miller’s a bio-syn?”
 
   “Fuck no.  Did you see that guy?  I mean he was kind of in shape, but he wasn’t bio-syn shape.  Those fucking guys are ripped with horse peckers between their legs.  Miller was big, but…”
 
   “You looked at his dick?”
 
   “You didn’t?”
 
   “Hell no.”
 
    Donnie pushed Louis toward one of the displays.  “Start looking.”
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   “I was raised in foster homes,” Thomas said.  He worked his soapy hands across Cora’s upper back.  The steam from the hot bath water filled the large bathroom. 
 
   Cora leaned forward in the large garden tub as Thomas sat behind her and rubbed soap suds on her shoulder and back.  “What happened to your parents?”
 
   He didn’t answer.
 
   She did a half turn in her direction.  “It’s okay.  You can tell me.”
 
   He took a deep breath and said, “I don’t know everything.  I picked up bits of information here and there over the years.  My mother disappeared when I six.”
 
   “Disappeared?  How?”
 
   “I don’t really know.  It was my birthday…”
 
   “Birthday?”  She turned all the way around and faced him.  “Your mother disappeared on your birthday?”
 
   He nodded. “She threw me a party.  No kids.  Just her and me.  Had cake, and presents, everything but other kids.  It was always like that. Birthdays, holidays, every day it was just her and me.”
 
   She hugged his neck.  “I’m so sorry.”
 
   Normally he hated that sentiment, the fake expression of condolence that people said just because they didn’t know what else to say in the face of someone else’s tragedy. But he welcomed the words coming out of her mouth.  If it was possible, he had been waiting for her to say them ever since the day his mother vanished into thin air.
 
   She released him, and he could see tears flowing from her eyes.  “What about your father?”
 
   “That’s the part I don’t want you to hear.”
 
   “Did he have something do with her disappearance?”
 
   “No,” he said but didn’t offer more details.  
 
   She placed her hand on his face and said, “If you don’t want to tell me, you don’t have to, but don’t keep it from me because you think I’ll run out the door screaming.  I won’t.”
 
   “My father is in a psychiatric facility.  Has been since before I was born.”
 
   She squeezed his hand.
 
   “My mother left me with a sitter on the afternoon of my birthday to go visit him in the hospital.  I never saw her again.  The next day my sitter took me to some church.  I don’t remember much about it except for meeting my first foster parents there.”
 
   “The next day?  Isn’t that kind of fast to put you in foster care?”
 
   “I don’t know, it could have been a week later for all I know.  I was in kind of a haze when my mother didn’t come home.”
 
   “What did the police say?”
 
   Thomas shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I was too young. When I got older, I looked into it, but there were no police records.”
 
   “No police records?  That seems strange.”
 
   “We didn’t have money.  We didn’t have friends.  My father is crazy.  No one cared about my mother.  That’s what I’ve learned.”
 
   She pulled his hand out of the water and kissed it.  “I care.”  Something occurred to her.  “That quote: Fate will find a way.  Your mother gave that to you on that day she disappeared, didn’t she?”
 
   He looked at her amazed.  “How did you know that?”
 
   “Because you said she gave it to you on some occasion, but the expression on your face suggested it was an occasion you don’t remember fondly.”
 
   He smiled in spite of himself.  “Very perceptive.”  He kissed her.  “That’s my past.  I have no roots.  I’ve never fit in anywhere because of it.  I’ve got a lot of baggage.  I wouldn’t blame you if you asked me to leave and never come back.”  He knew she was a bio-syn, but she wasn’t just any bio-syn. He had a feeling whatever conditioning she went through wouldn’t prevent her from saving herself from his pathetic life.
 
   “Well,” she said.  “I do want you to leave…”
 
   His heart stopped for a moment.
 
   “But only to go downstairs in the lobby and score us a half dozen croissants from the bakery.”
 
   “Croissants?”
 
   “They are unbelievable,” she said rolling her eyes.  “And, whenever I’m feeling sad, they cheer me right up.”  She kissed his nose.
 
   “Okay,” he said hoisting himself out of the water, “but you should know that I couldn’t possibly feel sad around you.” 
 
   “Just in case,” she said standing.  “Let me give you a smile before you leave.”
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   Ms. Pope entered Craig Anders office without knocking.  He wasn’t surprised.  A closed door meant nothing her.  It didn’t matter that Anders was senior VP of R&D, and could have her fired in the blink of an eye.  Pope was a ballsy fucker who bulldozed her way through any situation.  He liked that about her, and he hated that about her.
 
   “Melissa,” Anders said, “how are you?”
 
   She didn’t have time for niceties. “What do you know about unit-to-unit matching?”
 
   “I’m fine,” he said sarcastically.  “Kind of you to ask.”
 
   “What happens when you match a bio-synthetic with another bio-synthetic?”
 
   He looked at her curiously.  “What would the practical application of such a match be?”
 
   “Cut the bullshit, Craig.  What happens?”
 
   “Nothing,” he said sternly.  “Because it’s never been done.”
 
   She placed her hand on her hip and gave him a scolding glare. “This is R&D.  Your people test every fucking angle.  What happens?”
 
   He rocked his chair from side to side.  “Why are you so interested in a unit-to-unit match?”
 
   “I have my reasons.”
 
   He crossed his arms.  “Did you check with Lisa in our archives department?”
 
   “Of course not because she would have denied my request.”
 
   “And why is that?” He asked smugly.
 
   “Because I don’t have authorization to view R&D archival files.”
 
   “And there’s a reason for that, Melissa.  There are security measures in place to protect this company’s assets.  A free flow of information within the company weakens our security.  You know everything you need to know to do your job.  You don’t need to know any more.”
 
   She blurted out, “We may have had a case of double drift today.”
 
   A look of concern washed over his face.  “Double drift?”
 
   “It’s possible.  We tested the unit and her match, but their levels were normal.”
 
   “Who’s the client?”
 
   She hesitated.  “It’s not a client.  It was an applicant for a decommission agent position.”
 
   The concern turned to anger.  “Meaning he didn’t go through normal match protocols.”
 
   “No, but his test gave us a full psychological profile.”
 
   “Nonetheless it’s not the way it’s supposed to work.  There are too many unknown variables without a complete medical and psychiatric history.”  He stood and yelled, “Goddamn it, Melissa.  It’s not enough I’ve got to keep those marketing and sales pricks in line doling out free hours here and there with our bio-synthetics, you’re giving fucking job applicants a bio-synthetic to play around with.”
 
   “My system works, Craig.  The people I hire complete their rotation.  I know what I’m doing.”
 
   “Is that why you’re here telling me we had a case of double drift today?”
 
   “I said may have.  May have!”
 
   He worked to calm himself.  “What does this have to do with a unit-to-unit match?”
 
   She looked uncharacteristically nervous.  “I had my people run a full diagnostic on our job applicant’s sample.  We found something unusual.”
 
   There was a moment of silence before Anders barked, “Are you going to tell me or do you want me to guess?”
 
   “We found a chrome tat when we ran a mitochondrial test.”
 
   It was his turn to look nervous.  “That’s not possible.”
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   Thomas sat on the leather chair wearing a robe with the Conway Tower’s emblem on it.  He stretched out his legs on the ottoman and heavy sensation of sleep fell over him.  If Cora hadn’t insisted he wait with his eyes closed he might have been able to steer clear of it, but she had and he was falling deeper into a blissful slumber the longer she made him wait.
 
   A dream entered his drowsy conscious as he teetered on the brink of  a Theta Brain Wave pattern. The same dream that had started his day.  He saw the outlines of people dressed in white.  One of them spoke, but he could only make out one word “dream” before he heard the word “Ta-duh!” 
 
   Startled, he opened his eyes to see Cora standing in front of him in long black t-shirt that hugged her body like a second skin and ended at the middle of her heart shaped ass.  A yellow smiley face stared at him from the center of the shirt.  The eyes of the grinning round head revealed dimed sized protuberances where her erect nipples tested the durability of the fabric of the shirt.  She turned in a small circle in a pair of black stilettos.  Her thigh and calve muscles flared with each little seductive step and her ass swayed with a hypnotic power.  “What do you think?”
 
   Thomas was fully awake now.  “I think you’re not going to get those croissants if you tempt me like this.”
 
   “Oh, no,” she said pointing to his erection.  “Put that thing away.  We’ll play with it later.  I just wanted to show you the shirt I picked out for you.”
 
   Thomas snickered.  “I’m a little concerned it won’t fit.”
 
   “Not this one, silly,” she said quickening her step into the bedroom and then returning with a duplicate smiley face t-shirt.  “This one is for you,” she said tossing it to him.
 
   He caught it and examined the tag.  “This is a man’s large. What are you doing with a man’s large?”
 
   She hung her head sheepishly to the side.  “I don’t know how to tell you this, but I did have boyfriends before you.  One or two of them may have left an item of clothing here and there along the way.”
 
   He delivered a look of mock disappointment.  “You mean I’m not the first man who’s been in your room?”
 
   “Well,” she said, “you are the first one I didn’t want to leave as soon as he made me come…” She put her hand over her mouth.  “I cannot believe I just said that.”
 
   “Cora,” Thomas said, “you do realize I know you’ve had sex with other men, right?”
 
   She nodded.  “Of course, but I know guys don’t really like it when their girlfriends share the intimate details of past relationships.”
 
   He cocked his head to the left. “I’m not like other guys. It doesn’t bother me at all.  In fact, it just brings out my competitive nature.”
 
   She approached him slowly.  “How so?”
 
   “I want to fuck you like you’ve never been fucked before.”
 
   “You are so bad, Mr. Miller.”  She stopped just a few feet from him and spread her legs slightly.  
 
   His mouth watered as he stared at her moist pussy lips. 
 
   “Are you saying you’re not the jealous type?”
 
   “No,” he said running his hand down her thigh.  “I am jealous of any man who’s touched you, but any man who desires you…? I have to admit that turns me on.  Besides who could blame any man who wants to fuck you.”  He kissed her thigh.
 
   Her heart jumped as his lips touched her thigh.  She pushed his head back.  “Up, Mr. Miller.  There are a pair of jeans on the bed.  They should fit.  You get my croissants, and we’ll discuss your reward.”
 
   He stood and headed for the bedroom, slapping her ass as he passed by.  “I got the reward of a lifetime the first time I ever laid eyes on you.”
 
   She blushed.
 
   “But if you’re offering, I think a blow job is a fair exchange for six croissants.”
 
   “It’s a deal, Mr. Miller.”
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   Four other officers of Grant Bio-Syn Industries joined Craig Anders opposite side Ms. Pope at the conference table.  From left to right, they were Denise Harvey, Head of Security; Franklin Waters, FDA Compliance Officer; Lisa Tann, Director of R&D Archives; Craig, and Dr. Judith Grant, Chairman of the Board.  They were all present at the behest of Craig, and they interrupted their late evening plans without question when he said two simple words over the phone: “Ranger protocol.”
 
   In addition to the suits at the table, two large intimidating men stood on either side of the door jamb staring straight ahead.  They were two of Harvey’s security team, and they definitely looked the part.
 
   Dr. Grant spoke first. “I have to ask before we start.  Denise, has your team proofed the room?”  She tilted her head down and looked at the head of security.  Her brown eyes were falsely kind and aging.  Her face only revealed a hint of a wrinkle or two, and her high cheekbones were the remnants of a time when she was a great beauty.     
 
   Denise was annoyed by the question, but she didn’t show it.  She knew how to do her job.  Her team “proofed” the room by installing jammers to prevent the meeting from being recorded.  That was security procedure 101 in normal high level meetings not to mention a Ranger protocol meeting.  “We’re proofed,” she replied with a reassuring smile.
 
   “Good, then someone tell me how the fuck we got ourselves into a Ranger protocol,” Dr. Grant said scanning the faces in the room.
 
   Craig spoke. “It’s complicated…”
 
   “Simplify it and be quick about it.”
 
   Ms. Pope hid the look of satisfaction spreading across her face.  After getting reamed by Craig, it was nice to see him getting his ass handed to him.  She had no idea what a Ranger protocol was, but by the looks of Craig’s terrified expression, he feared for his very life.  Of course that meant Ms. Pope was in for a world of hurt, too, but she didn’t mind as much if it meant she would take Craig down, too.
 
   “We have a possible natural unit on our hands.”
 
   Dead silence followed his statement.  No one moved.  
 
   Waters finally interrupted the icy cold stillness. “How the hell does something like that happen?  I mean I can site rule 1162 to you verbatim if you like.  ‘Whereby it is ordered that the manufacturer shall decommission all units on the 73rd hour after match initiation to prevent…”
 
   “We’re aware of the rule, Franklin.  Spare us.”  Dr. Grant turned her attention to Ms. Pope.  “And you are?”
 
   “Melissa Pope.  I’m Director of the Female Conditioning and Decommission Division.”  She clasped her hands on the table in front of her to prevent them from shaking.
 
   “Of course you are,” Dr. Grant said.  “And I notice we have Mrs. Tann here as well.”
 
   Lisa Tann almost smiled at the fact the Chairman of the Board remembered her name.
 
   “Why exactly do we have two directors present for a Ranger protocol meeting?  It’s to be security and senior executive level personnel only and by my count we’re missing at least four others.”
 
   Craig cleared his throat.  “I thought it best to limit the number of eyes and ears on this.  Ms. Pope is the one who brought the situation to my attention, and as Head of R&D Archives, I felt Lisa’s contribution was necessary.”
 
   Satisfied with his answer, Dr. Grant said, “Very well.”  Turning back to Ms. Pope.  “And just how was this… situation brought to your attention, Melissa?”
 
   Ms. Pope clasped her hands tighter.  “Well… Dr. Grant… my extraction team received a report of possible SSD.  We followed standard procedure and did an on scene sample check.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Well… levels for both the unit and the match checked out.  In fact, the unit’s levels were just above baseline…”
 
   Dr. Grant held up her hand to stop her.  “Just above baseline?  Was the unit defective?”
 
   Ms. Pope shook her head.  “The unit was given the lowest calibration at my directive.”
 
   The chairman furrowed her brow.  “Why would you do that?  The best the match would get out of such low levels is a little wild kissing.  Perhaps some adventurous touching.”
 
   Ms. Pope hesitated.  She saw Craig lower his head.  She was about to get blasted and he knew it.  “It was a special circumstance.”
 
   “Special how exactly?”
 
   “The match was a job applicant for a decommission agent position…”
 
   “A job applicant?”
 
   “Yes, you see I initiated a new process for hiring decommission agents… we were having such a high turnover rate at the position it was necessary to get… creative in our qualifying methods…”
 
   “Are you telling me that someone who didn’t have a prescription left our facility with a unit?”
 
   “No,” Ms. Pope said.  “Not exactly.”
 
   Dr. Grant stared bullets at the visibly shaken Ms. Pope.  “I do not react well to people parsing words with me, Ms. Pope.  Did your job applicant have a prescription or not?”
 
   “He did,” Ms. Pope said quickly only to hesitate before saying, “But the prescription came from a therapist on my staff, Dr. Getman.”
 
   The cold silence filled the room again.  Finally with her eyes still on Ms. Pope, Dr. Grant asked, “Is that a violation of our agreement with the FDA, Franklin?”
 
   The portly man considered the question and said, “Technically, it’s within the letter of the law, as long as the therapist examined the applicant’s psychiatric records.”
 
   Dr. Grant said, “Well, Ms. Pope?”
 
   “All our job applicants take an extensive exam that measures intelligence and mental stability.  It’s the same one we recommend therapist give to their patients before prescribing one of our units.”
 
   “You gave an applicant a bio-syn based on the results of his qualifying exam?”  The tone suggested total disbelief.
 
   “Yes, it’s been my practice for the last five years.  It’s never been a problem before.  I got approval from legal.  I went through all the proper channels before initiating the program.  It’s allowed us to go from 35% retention to 100% retention in the decommission agent position.  I got a goddamn commendation and raise because of it for fuck sake.”  The last part slipped out of her mouth before she knew what happened.
 
   Dr. Grant took a few seconds to cool down before continuing.  “Franklin, did our legal department give Ms. Pope bad advice?”
 
   “Again, technically no.  It is within the letter of the law, but not the spirit of the law.  The wording in the FDA guidelines is ‘full psychiatric records.’ Full is open to fluid interpretation.  If the qualifying exam is the only thing that measures the applicant’s mental stability, then it is not in violation of the rules. Preferably, the FDA would like all patients to have a history of therapy and also provide complete medical records, but those exact stipulations do not exist in our guidelines.”
 
   “And is that the case, Ms. Pope?  Is the qualifying exam the only thing that measures your applicant’s mental stability?”  Dr. Grant tried to soften her expression to ease the tension in the room.
 
   Ms. Pope didn’t know the answer to her question, but she chose to nod slowly in response instead of admit she had screwed up once again.
 
   Dr. Grant sensed the woman was lying, but she let it pass.  “Then let’s move onto this natural unit business.  How does this tie into a false report of drift?  I assume it was false since the levels didn’t merit any indication of drift.”
 
   “We believe it was false,” Ms. Pope said.  She looked at Craig to see if he wanted to pick up the story from here, but he declined by folding his arms and grinning like a shithead.
 
   “And the natural unit?  Where does it fit in?”
 
   “We ran a full diagnostic on the job applicant and found a… chrome tat.”
 
   Everyone on the other side of the table leaned forward except Craig.  
 
   “Wait,” Dr. Grant said.  “Are you saying your job applicant is the natural unit?”
 
   She looked down.  “We are considering that possibility?”
 
   Denise Harvey chimed in.  “I don’t understand why you ran a full diagnostic on your applicant if the levels checked out.”
 
   “A member of my team said Mr. Miller, the applicant, looked familiar. It seemed odd to me.  That coupled with the report of double drift brought me to the conclusion that a full diagnostic on his sample was in order…”
 
   “Double drift?” Dr. Grant barked.
 
   “Yes,” Ms Pope said avoiding eye contact with the chairman.
 
   “And that’s why I asked Lisa to attend this meeting.” Craig said turning to his subordinate.  “Did you research what I asked?”
 
   “Yes, sir, and there was a unit-to-unit test done 35 years ago.”
 
   “Thirty-five years?” Franklin said.
 
   “During the early stages of development before the company even officially existed, but I must say their records were as thorough as ours today,” Lisa said. 
 
   Craig cleared his throat signaling for her to get on with her findings.  
 
   “Oh, yes… The results revealed that such a match was not markedly different than a natural-to-unit match, but I did an additional search on cases of double drift, and I got a number of hits.”
 
   “A number of hits?” Dr. Grant said as if she were challenging Lisa’s assertion.  “My father founded the company.  I’ve practically spent my entire adult life with the company, and I’ve never heard of a single case of double drift.”
 
   “Again, this is from the earliest days of the company,” Lisa said as if she were apologizing for making the claim.  “There were at least eight incidences of double drift with a few prototype models.”
 
   “Eight?” Dr. Grant had never heard anything so absurd.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.  According to the records the common denominator in each case was what was referred to as the L-244 factor.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “Love,” Lisa said.  
 
   “Love?” Dr. Grant was even more outraged.
 
   “It seems units were programmed to express and were even given the free will to identify love, what the notes describe as true love, in fact.  It was nothing more than a highly potent chemical construct of course, but nonetheless it created what they called a temporary super drift.  It seems that the first few hours of the match in the test were fine, just like a unit-to-human match, but then what was described as a …. highly adaptable pheromone bleed took place that built in intensity over the next 12 hours.”
 
   “Highly adaptable?” Craig asked.
 
   “Yes, whoever came in contact with this super drift was affected.  They did not have to have a reciprocal pheromone structure.  The drift adapted to each individual.”
 
   “Super drift,” Denise said under her breath.
 
   “And after 12 hours?” Dr. Grant asked.  “What happened then?”
 
   “The drift dissipated.”
 
   The chairman nodded.  “Thank you, Lisa…”
 
   “There’s one more thing,” the head of R&D archives said.  “The records describe something they refer to as an ‘awareness residue’ in addition to the super drift.”
 
   Dr. Grant looked around the room to see if anyone had heard the term before.
 
   When no one spoke up, Lisa continued.  “An ‘awareness residue’ is a secondary side effect of a unit-to-unit match.  It affects only other bio-synthetics outside of the match.”  She readied herself before saying, “Simply put, it makes them aware that they are bio-synthetics.”
 
   A wide-eyed look passed around the room before Dr. Grant groaned in frustration, “This is just one big jumbled up fucking mess.” 
 
   “If I may,” Ms. Pope said, “We’re not even positive that Mr. Miller is a bio-syn…”
 
   “That we even have a suspicion is a pretty fucking scary proposition,” Franklin said.  “The FDA is very specific about this point.  One natural unit could shut down this whole goddamn company. It’s not supposed to happen…”
 
   “Duly noted, Franklin,” Dr. Grant said.
 
   “One point three trillion, Judith,” Franklin said.  “That was this company’s profits last year.  If word gets out that a bio-syn may have given birth, we’ll be lucky if we get to keep our company pens after they shut this place down.”  His voice got louder and louder as he spoke.  “Can someone please tell me why we can’t figure out a way to sterilize the fucking units?  Are our scientists that incompetent?”
 
   Craig slapped his hand on the table.  “You don’t know shit, Franklin.  All our male units are coded sterile.  And, my team has been and will continue to work on developing a successful sterile female unit, but as of now sterilization disrupts the hormonal integrity beyond our stated viability goals.  If you want a bio-synthetic female that wants to talk about her feelings and cuddle, I can deliver a sterile one tomorrow.  But if you want a bio-synthetic female that wants to fuck your brains out every chance it gets, hormones and fertility just come with that package.”     
 
   “Gentlemen!” Dr. Grant yelled. 
 
   A hush came over the room.
 
   “What are we doing to identify this Mr. Miller’s origins?” The chairman asked.
 
   Ms. Pope reluctantly answered.  “I have the man who thought Mr. Miller’s face was familiar in the exhibition hall to see if it will jog his memory.”
 
   There was a brief moment of quiet while Dr. Grant waited for her to continue, but when she didn’t, the chairman said, “That’s it?”  She placed her head in her hand.  “And while you’re doing that, Mr. Miller is roaming the streets of this city unattended?”
 
   “Well, he’s with one of our units, and she’s under surveillance as usual,” Ms. Pope said tugging on her left earlobe.
 
   Dr. Grant shook her head, “Good fucking damn, Ms. Pope even I know that our GPS tracker can be removed if you have patience and a pair of tweezers.”  
 
   “There’s no reason to think that Mr. Miller either knows where the tracker is located or if so, that he would do anything to remove it…”
 
   “Until today, Ms. Pope, there was no reason to suspect that a natural unit existed.” The chairman turned her attention to the head of security.  “Denise, pick up Mr. Miller and his unit.”
 
   “Yes, doctor.”
 
   “And be discreet.  We don’t want any more attention than needed considering what we might be dealing with.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “And, Franklin, I know that the guidelines say you must turn in minutes to all company meetings to the FDA, but as you can see, none were taken or recorded.  As a result, I assume that you are not obligated to pass any of this information on to your liaison.”
 
   “You assume correctly.  In fact, might I suggest that you shut down any possible leaks about Mr. Miller’s existence immediately?”
 
   Dr. Grant nodded.  “Agreed.  Ms. Pope when this is resolved, you are to make yourself and your extraction team available to Ms. Harvey’s department for a debriefing on how to handle this information, understood?”
 
   “Yes, Dr. Grant.”
 
   Dr. Grant stood and exited the room.
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   Thomas exited the bakery gripping the white paper bag stuffed with croissants like he was holding a sack of jewels for his queen.  There was no denying it.  He was deeply, madly in love with Cora, and beyond the carnal, he wanted to express it in corny and sappy ways.  Ways that would make the average person nauseated from the intense, radiant sweetness. 
 
   As he passed the window looking out on to the street, he noticed a small gift shop up the block with a smiley face balloon tied to a sign in front of the door that read, “Party Balloons For Every Occasion!” Never in his life had he felt an occasion deserved party balloons more.  He was about to deliver perfect croissants to the perfect woman.  Allowing that to happen without a dozen or so smiley face balloons would be criminal.
 
   In a flash, he was out of the lobby of the hotel and moving down the sidewalk to the gift shop.  He was picturing the delighted expression on Cora’s face when she first set her eyes on the balloons when he felt a thud to his midsection.  Looking down, he saw a hand holding a flyer.  The hand belonged to young woman dressed in a black hoodie.  Her pale face featured a blistering red hue on her cheeks and nose due to the chill in the air.
 
   “Don’t be part of the problem,” she said looking at Thomas with watery eyes.
 
   Taking the flyer from her, he nearly tossed in a nearby trash can, but stopped when he saw, “The 72-Hour Lie.”
 
   The words burrowed a path into Thomas’ memory.  He saw Ms. Pope in his mind’s eye sitting at the conference table.  She was informing him about the limitations of science.  Bio-synthetics have no immune system after approximately 72 hours.  The implications of what that meant just hit him.  How could he not have considered it before?  Panic, fear, and anger bombarded every nerve ending.  He wanted to tear apart the world.  Cora was going to be dead in a couple of hours.  The woman he loved, that he lusted for, that he was so eager to hold and smell and kiss, more eager than he would be to fight for his last breath, she was going to be gone.  
 
   He read the headline of the flyer again and was desperate to know what it meant.
 
   The girl was moving on to find her next pedestrian.
 
   “Wait,” Thomas yelled.
 
   The girl kept walking because she didn’t know he was talking to her.  No one ever talked to her.  The only time they acknowledged her was to throw some insult her way for ruining their perfect lives with her anti-establishment propaganda bullshit. 
 
   “Hey, excuse me,” Thomas said tapping her on her shoulder.
 
   Startled she turned.  “Yeah?”
 
   He held up the flyer.  “What does this mean?”
 
   “It means Grant Bio-Syn is killing people.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “How?  What difference does it make how?”
 
   “I just meant…
 
   “Oh, let me guess what you’re going to say.  Bio-syns aren’t people, right?  It can’t be murder if they aren’t people.  Fuck you!”  She ripped the flyer out of his hand.  “Give me that.  You don’t deserve to know the truth.”  She attempted to walk away, but he stopped her by stepping in her path.
 
   “I don’t understand,” he said.  “The 72 hours... they told me… I mean I heard that they just… their immune systems…”
 
   The girl was so taken aback by his naivety, she almost felt bad for him for being one of the idiotic sheep.  “Shuts down?  It’s bullshit.”
 
   He searched for the right emotion.  He was confused, but he wasn’t sure if it was because he was frightened or elated. “It’s a lie,” he said over and over again.  
 
   She snickered.  “Partake in some adult beverages tonight, pal?”
 
   He looked at her with a hopeful glimmer in his eyes.  “How do you know?”
 
   “Because you’re acting crazier than shit…”
 
   He grabbed her arm.  “No, that it’s a lie.  How do you know?”
 
   She pulled her arm free.  “Because I worked for them, asshole.  Trust me, I know what I’m talking about.”
 
   A man attempted to pass without being noticed, but the girl thrust the flyer in his face.  “Don’t be part of the problem.”  He took the flyer and mumbled as he continued down the sidewalk.
 
   “What did you do for them?” Thomas asked.
 
   “Nothing I’m proud of.”  A woman passed, but pushed the flyer back.
 
   “Tell me.  I have to know.”
 
   She avoided eye contact with Thomas.  “I don’t really like to talk about it.”
 
   “You didn’t work there,” Thomas said.
 
   “Fuck off, mister.  I worked there for three years before I saw the light.”
 
   “What made you see the light?”
 
   A group of rowdy drunks were headed their way.  
 
   “Met a guy at a company Christmas party.”
 
   The drunks told the girl to fuck off when she tried to hand them a flyer.  
 
   “Pricks!” she yelled.
 
   “How did this guy help you see the light?”
 
   “Why do you want to know so bad?” she asked.
 
   He shrugged.  “I have a… friend interested in working there.”
 
   “Your friend got a soul?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “If he wants to keep it, he should look for other employment.”
 
   “I’ll pass it along.  You never answered my question.  How did the guy help you see the light?”
 
   She looked around and when she was satisfied no one could hear she said, “He was a decommission agent.”
 
   Thomas found himself regretting he had pushed her for more information.  
 
   “Dude was messed up.  Way worse than me.”
 
   “And he’s the one that told you that the problem with the immune system is a lie?  The synthetics don’t die?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Call them synthetics if it makes you feel better, but they’re people.  I worked in R&D.  I’ve seen how they’re made. They’re conceived artificially in a machine.  They grow from a fetus to adult in a silicone bag filled with synthetic highly nutritional embryonic fluid in about four hours.  They have zero awareness until they’re conditioned to take on a certain personality.  There’s nothing natural about how they get here, but that doesn’t make them any less human.  And, yes he, was the one who told me what the company really does with the bio-synthetics.  It’s really kind of ingenious the way they do it. Sick as it is.”  She shook her head in disgust as she thought about it.  “They tell the world they make disposable humans that can’t think for themselves, and it’s just one big fucking lie.”
 
   Thomas gripped the bag of croissants tighter and tighter as he listened.
 
   “It’s called virus seventy-three.”  
 
   “What’s called virus seventy-three?”
 
   “The bullshit defect,” she said.  “Officially it develops in the lymph nodes at or around hour 72 and obliterates the immune system in about an hour.  There’s no cure.  They have no clue where it comes from or how to stop it.  It’s completely harmless to naturals.  Officially.
 
   “Unofficially it’s all horseshit.  The virus doesn’t exist.”
 
   “Why would they do such a thing?” 
 
   “To claim they make a temporary product.  They create a condition on paper that is beyond scientific know-how. ”
 
   Thomas’ head was spinning.  “None of this can be true.  It doesn’t make sense.  It just doesn’t.”
 
   “Fine, jerk off , don’t believe me.  I’m just another crazy street person handing out flyers on the sidewalk.  Fuck you!”  
 
   “Just give me one reason why Grant Bio-Syn would make up such a lie.”
 
   “I’ll give you two, money and religion.”  She held up one finger.  “Money.  Build a product that lasts forever and you fuck yourself out of repeat business.  Build a product everyone wants that breaks down in three days, you’ve got an ass load of repeat sales that makes a lot of people a shitload of money.”
 
   “That’s way too cynical for me,” Thomas said.
 
   She held up a second finger.  “Religion. Ninety-two percent of female bio-synthetics are pregnant by hour seventy-two.  They are super fertile.  Grant Bio-Syn is not in the business of raising babies and Congress wasn’t about to give its stamp of approval to a company that’s engaged in prostitution and abortions.  If their bio-syn units only last 73 hours, the pregnancy issue takes care of itself.  
 
   “Even with it out of the way, our fine fuck-head politicians would have shit-bagged the whole thing if they hadn’t got caught with their pants down.  Literally.  The founder of the company, Anthony Grant, unleashed a veritable army of prototype bio-syns on key members of Congress and the FDA, captured every last seedy, embarrassing, extramarital act on camera, and wouldn’t you know it, Grant Bio-Syn Industries had some heavyweight backers on Capitol Hill. Grant’s blackmailed masses muscled the bill through both houses of Congress in record time with the FDA cheering them on the whole way.”
 
   Thomas was terrified by what she was saying.  He listened to her with his jaws clenched, and it wasn’t rational, but he wanted to punch her for dumping all this information on him even though he’d asked.  But he also wanted to kiss her for giving him hope that Cora wouldn’t die.
 
   “How did this man – This decommission agent, how did he know all this?”
 
   She cocked an eyebrow.  “How do you think?”
 
   He shook his head.  “I don’t know.  That’s why I asked.”
 
   “What is it you think decommission agents do?”
 
   He considered her question.  “I don’t know decommission them… remove the conditioning… blood tests… whatever?”
 
   She stopped herself from snickering.  “They do run tests, on their organs, after they remove them, just before they incinerate the bodies.”
 
   “Incinerate?”
 
   “Decommission agents are glorified biological waste management engineers, shithead.  They’re garbage men.  Understand?  Only the garbage they’re burning are humans, perfectly healthy humans.”
 
   He nearly passed out while his brain struggled to process the information.
 
   She handed a flyer to an elderly couple walking their dog and said to Thomas, “Just goes to show you.  No one gives a shit about a whore.”
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   “Anything?” Donnie asked.
 
   “Nothing,” Louis answered. 
 
   “Just pick one.  Pope will never know.”
 
   “Fuck that,” Louis said.  “She’ll know. She always knows…”
 
   “Gentleman,” Pope said stepping into the exhibit hall near them.
 
   They turned to see her walking across the marble floor with Craig Anders by her side.  Their frayed nerves shredded.  Pope was a hard-nosed ass, but Anders was a senior executive that they assumed could not only fire them on a whim, but do so in the cruelest way possible.  
 
   “How are we doing?” Pope continued.  “Did we find the face we were looking for?”
 
   Louis turned to them and was about to deliver the news that would get his ass chewed from one end of the hall to next, when he saw a display beyond the doors to the exhibit that caught his eye.  He had totally forgotten about it because it wasn’t in the hall itself. It was at the entrance.  It was the one that greeted everyone as they entered the building.  Of course, he thought.  “One second,” he said pushing past Ms. Pope and the VP.  He rushed out the door and stared at the bio-syn in the blue solution and then watched the digital display for a few seconds. Then with a smile plastered on his face, he turned to the others and said, “Found it… found two of them actually.” 
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   Seven people in HAZMAT suits stepped out of the nondescript black van in front of the departure bay area of the air shuttle station on the south side of town.  A small gathering of early morning commuters were just beginning to gather and wait for the first shuttles to arrive.  The presence of the men and women wearing gas masks and protective clothing started a bit of a commotion that steadily grew more frenzied as the unidentified Grant Bio-Syn security team moved through the station. 
 
   Denise Harvey directed her team to retrieve the unit and its match while she addressed the crowd. “Nothing to worry about, folks.  Just a minor incident.  We’ll have it cleared up in no time and be on our way.”
 
   Her team quickly returned dragging a kid of about seventeen caked in dirt and stoned out of his mind.  
 
   “What’s this?” Harvey asked.
 
   A member of her team stepped forward and scanned the kid’s stomach with a GPS receiver causing it to emit a rapid beeping sound.
 
   Harvey shook her head.  “They removed the tracker.”  She leaned in.  “Hey, kid!”
 
   His head bobbed and his eyelids drooped as he struggled to locate the person calling him.  “Yeah?”
 
   “How’d our tracker get in your stomach?”
 
   “Tracker?”
 
   She removed her mask.  “The tracker… did someone give you something to swallow?”
 
   He displayed a haggard smile.  “Dude gave me a flea’s dick sandwich.  Shit was good, man.”
 
   She grimaced.  “What did he look like?”
 
   The kid gave her question some thought.  “Looked like a dude, man.  Good dude, too.  Gave me a sandwich.  Shit was good.”
 
   Her grimace grew more severe. “Did he have someone with him… a woman?”
 
   The kid slowly nodded.  “Oh, yeah.  Dude was packing a major hottie.  They shuttled off to some fucking paradise.  That’s what he called it.”  His head dropped as he fought to remain conscious.  Quickly looking back up, he said, “Dude gave me a flea dick sandwich.”
 
   “When?”
 
   Saliva spilled from his mouth.  “Oh, about eleven thirty-five minutes ago or something along those lines.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. 
 
   The team member holding the kid’s right arm laughed and asked, “What the fuck is eleven thirty-five minutes ago?”
 
   “It’s no fucking help is what it is,” Harvey said.  “Get him out of here.”
 
   The two team members holding the kid dragged him back to where they’d found him.  
 
   Harvey addressed the remaining four.  “I want everyone out of their protective gear. Now!  Let’s not cause any more turmoil than we have to.  Then I want you to talk to the ticket agents. Find out if any of them recall selling tickets to a dude and a major hottie in the last three hours. If they got on a shuttle, there’ll be surveillance footage in the station and on the shuttle.  I want all of it, and I want it pronto, understood?” 
 
   “And if the ticket agents don’t remember?” the youngest member of her team asked taking off his mask. 
 
   “Then we’ll need a list of every transaction that involved the purchase of two tickets for the same period of time, and you’ll go through every frame of footage of those transactions until we find anything approximating a dude and a major hottie.”
 
   “That’ll take forever.”
 
   “No it won’t,” she said.  “Because we don’t have forever.”
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   By the time he got back to the room, Cora was sleeping.  He tiptoed to the chair in the corner of the room and watched her in her peaceful slumber with the bag of croissants in his lap.  He was dazzled by her beauty, but the conversation he’d had with the girl on the street wrecked any chance he had of recapturing the feeling of contentment he’d had felt with Cora previously.  Until he’d talked to the girl, he was sure he could find a way to convince Grant Bio-Syn that she was different, that they belonged together, that somehow they had found each other.  He would have done anything they asked to not decommission her.
 
   But, the information he now had made it perfectly clear what he was dealing with. A corporation that put profit above all else, even human lives.  And they were human, the bio-syns, all of them.  The way they came to be was irrelevant.  
 
   He quietly stood and undressed without waking her.  Carefully, he pulled back the covers and crawled into bed, moving up behind her and pressing his warm body against hers.  She stirred, but did not wake completely. He didn’t want her to.  He just wanted to hold her, to keep her near him without disturbing her.  He wanted to fuck her, but not yet.  He would be inside of her soon enough.  There was nothing that could prevent that from happening.  They hungered for each other too much. The world could be crumbling apart around them and they would still find the last stable ground where they could fuck each other’s brains out.  He could wait for that.  But this moment, with her at peace in the stillness of the night, with the city peeking through the window, with her heartbeat thumping against his chest as he gently pulled her in tight, he needed the serenity of this moment more than anything.
 
   He kissed the back of her head and said, “I love you, Cora.”
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   The limo moved through the streets of the crowded city at a snail’s pace.  Morning rush hour was full of the resentful and underpaid people of the city.  They all glared scornfully at the large black vehicle as it navigated the narrow streets, and they muttered their desires that something horrible happen to the rich assholes in the car.
 
   Dr. Grant and Craig Anders were oblivious to the ill-wishers on the streets.  They were deep in a painful conversation about the current FUBAR situation at Grant Bio-Syn Industries.  It was something that never would have happened under Dr. Grant’s father’s watch.  A fuck load of people would have already been shot and gutted and the taxidermist would have been asking the founder of the company what facial expression he wanted on their faces before he mounted them to his wall.  The situation would have been dealt with in the most brutal and effective way possible.  
 
   His daughter fancied herself a bit more civilized than her father.  She had her doctorate in business administration with a focus on the bio-tech industry.  She had gone to all the best schools, started at the bottom of the company, and worked her way up.  She was a business woman not a thug.  But the deeper she delved into the mess, the more she realized that sometimes you need a thug.
 
   “Explain this to me again,” she said.  “This man on Pope’s team found two faces?”
 
   Anders pulled up a picture on his acrylic tablet and showed it to her.  “This is bio-syn model Jessica.  It was one of our prototype models before we got FDA approval.  The man… Louis says that our Mr. Miller has the same eyes as this bio-syn.”  
 
   Dr. Grant took the tablet from him and examined the face of the bio-syn unit.  It was a brown haired female with modest beauty.  The eyes were large and deeply blue.  “Tame by today’s standards,” she said.
 
   “Exactly why she never went past the prototype stage once we got approval.  Your father didn’t feel like she was… exotic enough.  Development of the model was immediately discontinued.
 
   “What about the other face?”
 
   Anders reached over and pushed the picture of the bio-syn aside with a swift motion of his hand, and a picture of a moderately attractive man in his thirties replaced it.  “This is Dr. Albert Green.  He was head of the design team that created Jessica.  Louis says that Mr. Miller’s nose and mouth belong to this man.”
 
   She brought the tablet closer to her face.  “I know this man.  Father used to have him over the house when I was a teenager.  He used to have all the scientists to the house in the early days discussing designs, talking strategy.  But this man was the most vocal.  He and my father used to fight all the time.  They had very different ideas about the purpose of the company.”  She traced her finger down the bridge of Albert Green’s nose.  “Funny, I don’t even know what happened to him.”
 
   Anders took the tablet from her and pushed the picture out of the way, pulling up a company document.  “Technically, Dr. Green still works for the company, but to put it more accurately, he is under the company’s care.”  He handed back the tablet to her.
 
   “Don’t make me read this,” she said.  “It’s far too early, and I have a pounding headache.”
 
   “The short version is Dr. Green allegedly went bonkers and has lived the last thirty years in a heavily medicated state in a psychiatric facility that relies solely on our funding.”
 
   She looked at him cagily.  “I take it by your tone that you suspect Dr. Green is being… treated under false pretenses.”
 
   He hesitated.  “It’s just that I know how your father used to do business…”
 
   She held up her hand.  “Let’s not go there, Craig.  Tell me more about Dr. Green.”
 
   “Well, to put it quite simply, he was brilliant.  The man had his hand in almost every stage of development.  His primary areas of expertise were the Schumann Resonance and Marker Wave Synchronization.  If it wasn’t for him, we’d have no way to trigger the match.  It borders on magic, really.”
 
   “It’s simple science, Craig…”
 
   “Science, yes, but simple, no.  Green did the impossible.  He synchronized the body’s ability to create protein compounds that turn DNA markers on and off to a spoken phrase.  I have advanced degrees in biology, chemistry, and physics, and I’m still not sure how he did it.”
 
   “Perhaps if you would have gotten a degree in audiology or studied electromagnetic fields you wouldn’t be in such awe of Dr. Green.  He did what my father paid him to do, Craig.  That doesn’t take genius.  That takes greed.”  She rubbed her temples.  “So, are we saying that the brilliant Albert Green got a Jessica unit pregnant?”
 
   “I think one could make that conclusion, yes.”
 
   “Has one interviewed Dr. Green about the matter?”
 
   Craig shook his head.  “I took a look at his daily meds schedule.  It wouldn’t do any good.  He’s a walking zombie.”
 
   She worked not to scream her head off.  She was tired of having to think of everything. “If we provide funding for the facility, I’m sure they would be amenable to adjusting Dr. Green’s medication at our request.  In fact, they may be able to give him something that would make him more lucid and cooperative.  Really, Craig, I shouldn’t have to tell you these things.”
 
   He nodded apologetically.  
 
   Closing her eyes and leaning back in her seat she said, “It may be time to adopt some of my father’s business practices.”  
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   He did not recognize the sensation right away.  It was a moist, warm feeling that startled and excited him.  Opening his eyes, he gathered his wits.  He had slept so deeply and been awakened so suddenly, he was disoriented.  It wasn’t until he looked down and saw his cock in Cora’s mouth that he realized where he was and who he was with.  
 
   She looked up holding on to the base of his cock with both hands and smiled.  “Good morning, sunshine.” 
 
   “Good morning, indeed,” he said.  All the thoughts that had worried and terrified him the night before had vanished.  He could think of nothing but her intoxicating form and delicious manner.
 
   She spit on his cock before sliding her lips over the head.  She sucked while working her mouth up and down over the shaft, and with the precision of a classically trained musician, she stroked his cock in savage rhythm.  It was an odd pairing of untamed and masterful. She almost appeared feral and out of control.  She needed his cock and that sent shock waves throughout his body. 
 
   She stopped sucking long enough to work her hand around his dripping wet cock in a slight twisting motion as she continued the frenzied stroking.  Pursing her lips together, she placed them on the head of his cock. 
 
   Thomas gripped the bed.  There was nothing on his mind except the sensation of his wet cock being masterfully manipulated by a woman he was profoundly in love and lust with.  He had been blown before by many a girl, but nothing like what Cora was doing to him.  She wasn’t just sucking his dick.  She was worshiping it.  
 
   “Come for me, baby,” Cora said.  “C’mon!”
 
   She put her hands on either side of him and put her mouth on the head of his cock.  She flicked it while she sucked and bobbed her head up and down.  
 
   Thomas pushed his bare ass against the bed and then with no control at all, thrust his hips forward.
 
   She leaned back gasping as he started to ejaculate. Quickly she grabbed his throbbing erection and moved it back and forth like it was a hose, covering herself in as much of his cum as she could.  
 
   “Oh my God,” he laughed.  “What a way to wake up!”
 
   She flopped down in the bed next to him. “You, my friend, are lucky you’re so damn hot and you have such a wonderful penis.  Otherwise I would have kicked you out of here.”
 
   He leaned up on his elbows.  “And why would you do something like that?”
 
   “Where did you disappear to last night?”
 
   He hid the feeling of sadness that gripped him when he remembered the conversation he’d had with the girl on the street.  “Getting your croissants, where else?”
 
   She said playfully, “You mean those cold things in that paper bag over there?”
 
   “You’re right,” he said taking her hand in his.  “Allow me to run downstairs and get you some more…”  
 
   A knock at the door alarmed them both.
 
   “You expecting anybody?” Thomas asked.
 
   “No,” she said.  “Maid service?”
 
   The knock came again only more forceful.  “Kid!”
 
   Thomas recognized the voice. 
 
   “Get up, Kid!  Gotta go!  Put your tallywacker away and get your frankenwhore dressed.  A shit storm is heading your way.”
 
   “Frankenwhore?” Cora said sounding offended.
 
   Thomas signaled for her to stay in bed.  “Someone’s probably got the wrong room.”  He slipped his jeans on, ran to the door and pulled it as far back as the chain would allow.  “What do you want?” he whispered.
 
   “I want to keep my investment safe,” Duncan said.
 
   “Cora is safe…”
 
   “She won’t be for long.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means I got word that Grant Bio-Syn’s security team showed up at the Southside shuttle station looking for you two.  It’s just a matter of time before they catch onto my bullshit trail and come back here looking for you and your unit… sorry… fuck, I forgot what you want me to call her.”
 
   “Cora… and what bullshit trail… and why the Southside shuttle station?”
 
   “I’ll explain later.”  He looked past Thomas and smiled.  “Hey, sweetie.”
 
   Thomas turned to see Cora in her robe standing behind him.  “Who are you?”
 
   “I’m the conductor, and I’m going to take you and Thomas here on a ride on my train.”
 
   “I got this, Cora,” Thomas said.  “Why don’t you get washed up?”
 
   “I want to know what’s going on…”
 
   “Cora, please.  I’ll handle this.”
 
   She vacillated between demanding to know who the man was at her door and trusting Thomas. 
 
   “Choo-choo,” Duncan said motioning with his hand as if he were pulling down the lever for a steam powered train whistle.
 
   She backed away and headed for the bathroom.
 
   Thomas turned back to Duncan.  “Tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “I don’t have the first clue.  Never in all my years of doing this have I ever seen the Grant Bio-Syn security team on the hunt for a match and unit. They usually just handle cleanup when the occasional match gets dusted in some freaky sex shit with some client who can’t afford to let anyone know they’re into some freaky sex shit.”  
 
   “I don’t understand.  Why would they want us?”
 
   “Don’t know, but whatever the fuck is going on, they are not playing, kid.   They went through every frame of surveillance footage at the station and are now on their way about 300 miles across state to catch you and Cora.”
 
   “Why would they be going across state to find Cora and me?”
 
   “Let’s just say, operation decoy worked,” Duncan said with a smile.
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   Winston Pitts, full-time real estate developer and part time husband and father of two, crawled on the floor of the cabin with a leather cat-o-nine tails whip shoved up his ass whinnying like a horse.  His dick swung beneath him as he bit down on a bridle and was led around by Josie, his bio-syn.
 
   The tall slender brunette wore riding boots and a riding helmet but nothing else. She held a riding whip and slapped the real estate mogul on the meat of his pale white dimpled ass when he resisted her attempts to guide him around the room.
 
   He had reared up on his knees with hands cupped to resemble hooves when Denise Harvey and the rest of her team burst into the cabin wearing their HAZMAT suits.   
 
   “Holy fucking shit!” one of her men yelled.  
 
   Pitt let the bit fall from the mouth and said, “What’s going on?”
 
   “Thomas Miller?” Harvey asked trying not to let a snort of laughter escape her mouth.
 
   “Who’s Thomas Miller?” He asked.
 
   “That’s not a Cora unit,” the team member next to her said.
 
   She pulled her mask off.  “But this is the couple from the surveillance footage?”
 
   “Yep,” The team member answered, “and this unit and the Cora unit kind of look alike, especially on security camera footage.”
 
   “Cora unit’s got bigger tits,” another team member said.
 
   Pitt frozen in the position they found him in said, “That’s exactly why I didn’t go with the Cora unit. I like smaller breasts…”
 
   “People,” Harvey shouted.  “Shut the fuck up!”
 
   Josie, who was frightened stiff, finally spoke.  “Have we done something wrong?”
 
   “Somebody turn her off,” Harvey said,
 
   A member of her team quickly complied and paused the bio-synthetic unit.
 
   “Get up, Mr…?”
 
   “Do I have to tell you my name?” He asked extracting the whip from his ass.
 
   “Winston Pitt,” a member of Harvey’s team said holding up a GPS reader to Josie’s left ear.  
 
   “Wait a minute,” Pitt said.  “Are you people with Grant Bio-Synthetic?”
 
   “We are,” Harvey said, “and I’d like to ask you a few questions.”
 
   “Goddamn it!  You’re eating into my time!”
 
   “I’m afraid it’s unavoidable.”  
 
   He placed his hands on his hips.  “I want to be compensated then.  Another match… no two matches, at the same time, a male and a female…”
 
   “Mr. Pitt, I’m not in the position to make such deals, but I will pass your request onto the proper personnel…”
 
   “Bullshit!  If you’ve got the authority to break in here and interrupt my fucking match time, you’ve the authority time to…”
 
   Before he could finish making his point, Harvey rushed him and sent a fist into his throat.  The real estate developer fell to his knees gasping for air.
 
   Harvey patted him on the back.  “Breathe, Mr. Pitt.  You’ll be okay.  I didn’t hit you very hard.  You’re just a little startled that’s all.  Breathe…”
 
   Pitt caught a clean breath and let it out.  He slowly started to gather himself.  “This is how you treat a client?”
 
   “Yes,” Harvey said, “this is how I treat a client.  I suggest you try and be a little more cooperative.”
 
   “What do you want?” Pitt gasped.
 
   “First, I want you to get dressed.”
 
   One of Harvey’s team members tossed her Pitt’s pants.
 
   Handing them to him, she said, “Tell me.  Did you happen to give a stoner a… flea dick sandwich at the Southside shuttle station?”
 
   Zipping up he said, “That’s what this is about? “
 
   “Did you?”
 
   “I did… a guy told me to.”
 
   “What guy?  I need a name?”
 
   He hesitated.  “I don’t want any trouble.  I mean I wasn’t really going to go through with what he wanted.  I was going to call you people….”
 
   “Call us about what?”
 
   “The guy… Duncan.  He offered me money for my unit.  Said he was going to take her no matter what, but he’d let me have my 72 hours with her, well most of them anyway.  Said I might as well take the money.”
 
   “And why did he want your unit.”
 
   “I don’t know.  Something about organ transplants.  But I swear, I was going to call you guys about it.  It’s just when I’m with my Josie unit… I can’t really think straight.  I get all confused…”  He started to cry.
 
   “All right,” Harvey said, “Calm down, Mr. Pitt.  What does this man Duncan have to do with the sandwich?”
 
   “He gave it to me.  He told me to give it to the first homeless person I saw at the station.  Told me to tell them it was a flea dick sandwich.   Said he’d take my unit right then and there if I didn’t do it.  What was I supposed to do?”
 
   Harvey patted the weeping man on the shoulder.  “No need to worry, Mr. Pitt.  I appreciate the information.”
 
   He breathed in deeply and attempted to gather his wits.
 
   “Now, I’m afraid you’re going to have to come with us.”
 
   “Come with you?” Pitt asked with a look of confusion.
 
   “Mr. Pitt, you conspired to sell our product on the black market.  That’s a federal offense.”
 
   “But I told you I was going to call…”
 
   “And I’m sure you were and that’s why you’re going to come with us.  My interrogation team has some very special techniques to draw out details you don’t even know you know.  Once we’re satisfied you’ve told us everything, we shall make arrangements to drop any federal charges against you.”
 
   “You’re going to hurt me, aren’t you?”
 
   “Oh, yes, Mr. Pitt.  Very much so, but by the looks of what we walked in on here, pain seems to be your milieu.”   
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   Duncan boarded the train car while Thomas and Cora stood nervously on the platform.  When the man said train, he meant train.  Thomas had thought the train system died years ago and by the looks of it, it actually may have died years ago.  It was a dank, dirty, depressing place that reeked of urine and pungent body odor. It was easy to see where the smells came from by the people milling around the dark tunnel environment.  
 
   Duncan stuck his head outside the door.  “What are you waiting for?”
 
   “This is your train?” Thomas asked looking up and down the two car configuration.  
 
   “It is.  City just started leasing them out to entrepreneurs such as myself ever since the air shuttle mass transit took off… no pun intended.”  He chuckled and slapped the side of the train.  “It’s basically a shit can, but it gets the job done.”
 
   “And what exactly is the job it does?’
 
   “Moves cargo.”  He shook his head.  “You really don’t know shit about your city, do you, kid?  The train system is designated a freight only zone, for transporting goods”
 
   Thomas gritted his teeth because he knew what kind of ‘goods’ Duncan transported.
 
   “Why is it we’re here?” Cora asked Thomas.
 
   “This might be easier if you shut her down,” Duncan said.
 
   “And just what does that mean?” Cora asked.
 
   “Figure of speech,” Duncan said holding up his hands.
 
   Thomas turned to her.  “Look, I know this seems a little… weird, but trust me on this one.  Duncan’s an ass, but it’s important we go with him.”  He added, “I think” in his mind as he fought to hold onto a reassuring smile.
 
   “Just tell me why?  What’s going on?”
 
   “Some very bad people want to split you two apart,” Duncan said.  “I’m trying to prevent that from happening for as long as possible.”
 
   She furrowed her brow.  “Why would anyone want to split us apart?”
 
   “Because, my dear, love is the sweetest of dreams and the worst of nightmares,” Duncan said with a bow.
 
   “I don’t like this,” she said trying to walk away.
 
   Thomas grabbed her arm.  “He’s right.  Someone is trying to split us apart.  Duncan is going to make sure that doesn’t happen, isn’t that right, Duncan?”
 
   The conductor frowned and nodded.  “Sure, why the hell not?”
 
   She shifted her gaze from Thomas to Duncan and then nodded.  “Fine.  But at least tell me where he’s taking us.”
 
   Thomas turned to Duncan.  “Well?”
 
   Duncan stepped back to give them room to board.  “I’m taking you to see my boss.”
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   “Organs?” Dr. Grant asked.  
 
   “That’s what Mr. Pitt said, and he hasn’t deviated from the claim since we’ve initiated our interrogation of him two hours ago,” Denise Harvey answered.
 
   “A bio-syn would never pass any credible hospital’s screening process.  They’ve all been trained on spotting our chrome tats .  And certainly no hospital is going to accept organs from unknown origins.”
 
   “The key word in that sentence may be ‘credible.’”
 
   Dr. Grant tapped her fingers on her desk.  “We would have been briefed by the Department of Justice if there was a black market organ donation ring.  They know our product and the potential for criminal misuse.”
 
   Harvey reached across the desk and handed the chairman her acrylic tablet.  “I got curious and pulled our decommission records for all our facilities over the last year.”
 
   Dr. Grant looked at the tablet.  “Am I seeing what I think I’m seeing?”
 
   Harvey nodded.  “I’m afraid you are.  Out of 753,407 scheduled decommissions, 753,399 were carried out.”
 
   “Eight units weren’t decommissioned?”
 
   “Not according to those records.  I checked records going back five years, and last year is the only year that does not show a 100% decommission rate.”
 
   Dr. Grant groaned and rubbed her temples once again.  “So, we have eight bio-synthetic units that were not destroyed, a scenario that is not supposed to be possible.  We have triple redundancy to ensure something like that doesn’t happen.  We have an FDA compliance officer who serves as our fourth layer of checks and balances to make sure something like that doesn’t happen.  How could Waters have missed something like this?  The man’s up my ass about the tiniest violations.”
 
   “Would you like to speak with him?” Harvey asked.
 
   “Shit no.  The longer we keep him out of this the better.”  She returned to her habit of tapping her desk to help her think. “I’ll tell who I do want to see.  I want to see that woman… that Pope.   Let’s start with her.”
 
   Harvey stood and said, “Very well.  And shall I bring the director for the Male Conditioning and Decommission Division, as well?  Two of the eight missing bio-syns are male.”
 
   Dr. Grant shook her head.  “No, we’ll deal with Pope first.  Bring her to me.”
 
   “Very well,” the head of security said walking away.
 
   “And Denise,” the chairman said, “you should make every effort not to be seen with her.  Should she meet with some accident it would be easier for all of us if the last person seen with her wasn’t a member of the company’s security team.”
 
   “Of course,” Harvey said before exiting the chairman’s office.
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   Craig Anders sat in a plain room at small metal table in a hard plastic chair that pinched his ass if he didn’t lean slightly to his right.  It was clear that the money Grant Bio-Syn was giving A. Seaver Psychiatric Hospital was not going towards décor or comfortable furniture.  From the looks of the whacked out lunatics drooling in chairs throughout the hallways of the facility, it appeared as though they spent all their money on meds.
 
   The door to the room opened and an elderly man with a long white beard and stringy white hair was escorted in by an obese orderly.  He pushed the man forward and ordered him to sit down.
 
   Anders stood as the old man took his seat.  “This is Albert Green?” he asked the orderly.  The man sitting in the chair across the table from him looked very little like the Albert Green Anders had seen in pictures and video.  He was frail and his nose was riddled with dimples.  His eyes were dark and bloodshot.
 
   “The one and only,” the orderly answered as he moved to the door.
 
   “Dr. Albert Green?”
 
   The orderly laughed.  “Doctor?  We ain’t got no fucking doctors locked up in here.  We got crazies.  That’s it.  This crazy is Albert Green.”  With that, the orderly left the room.
 
   Anders slowly took his seat.  “Dr. Green?”
 
   The old man looked at him through his stringy hair.
 
   “I’m Dr. Craig Anders.”
 
   The man didn’t reply.
 
   “I work at Grant Bio-Syn Industries.”
 
   Still no answer.
 
   “In the R&D department. Where you used to work?”
 
   The man smacked his dry lips together.  “Never worked nowhere.”
 
   Ignoring the double negative, Anders opened a file and showed the man sitting across from him a picture of the original R&D team.  “That’s you… in the middle.”
 
   The old man studied the picture.  “Never worked nowhere.  Been here my whole life.”
 
   “Dr. Green, the hospital was supposed to adjust your medication for my visit today.  Are you aware of that?  Did anyone tell you I was coming to ask you questions?”
 
   The man nodded.  “They adjusted my medication.  I know that.  I ain’t seeing colors everywhere now.  They said you was coming, too.  Don’t know who you are or what you want with me, but I don’t much care neither.”
 
   “I wanted to ask you about a bio-synthetic unit you worked on, the Jessica model.”
 
   “A bio-syn what?”
 
   “Bio-synthetic…”
 
   The old man started laughing.  “You sound like that other fella that used to live here.”
 
   “What other fella?”
 
   “The one that used to talk about them bio-syn thingies.  He was crazier than a whore on crack.  Said he used to make them.”
 
   Anders grew frustrated.  “You used to make them, Dr. Green.  You were one of the pioneers of the industry…”
 
   The old man pointed at him.  “Exactly what that fella used to say.  He was the pioneer of something or another.”
 
   “Listen to me,” Anders said placing his hands on the table.  “You are Dr. Albert Green…”
 
   “Al!  That was the fella’s name.”
 
   “That’s your name…”
 
   “No it ain’t.  I’ll tell you what I’ve been trying to tell the folks around here.  My name is Carl Jenkins.  I was born in Green Bay, Wisconsin.  I’ve been shipped around from hospital to hospital since I was twelve years old.  Got here two years ago.  My head’s been locked up in a fog ever since.”
 
   Anders was taken aback at how coherently the man identified himself as Carl Jenkins.  “You really aren’t Albert Green, are you?”
 
   “No, I am not, thank you very much.  But everyone here thinks I am.  It was the goddamn orderly.  He got everybody thinking I was Albert Green.”
 
   “Which orderly? The one who brought you in here?”
 
   Carl Jenkins shook his head emphatically.  “No, no.  That other one…. Duncan’s his name.”  
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   They had left the tunnels an hour and a half ago. The scenery flashing by outside the windows of the train was full of broken houses and discarded people.  Shanty towns and trash only peppered the landscape at first, but as you traveled farther away from the booming metropolis poverty blanketed nearly every patch of real estate.
 
   Cora was missing it all.  She slept without a care in the world with her head on Thomas’ lap.  He alternated his gaze from the blurred misery outside the window of the train car to her elegant face.  
 
   Duncan sat silently at the front of the care and watched Thomas.  The kid just didn’t get it.  He couldn’t understand it.  The hormones running through his body were doing a number on him like Duncan had never seen before.  Most of the Grant Bio-Syn clients were deviant hard-ons who were just eager to get off as much as they could in 72 hours.  They felt the phony sense of love that Thomas was feeling, but not as deeply.  They saw it for what it was, a mechanism to keep the juices flowing while they recovered from one orgasm to the next.  Thomas, the dumb shit, was actually in love with his bio-synthetic.
 
   The conductor moved down the car and took the seat across from them.  “Sorry to cut into your time, kid.  Couldn’t be helped.”
 
   Thomas furrowed his brow.  “You didn’t cut into my time.”
 
   “What are you talking about?  Your dick’s in your pants and she ain’t boots up, so I’d say I’m cutting into your time…”
 
   Thomas shook his head.  “My time with Cora isn’t about that… not just that.”  He breathed in through his nose.  “You smell that?”
 
   “This is an ass-old train car, kid.  I smell piss and shit and a whole lot of regret…”
 
   “No, Cora.  Do you smell her?  She smells… bright… I don’t know how to put it.  She just has this radiant smell…”
 
   “Jesus Christ, kid,” Duncan said crinkling his nose.  “You’re going to make me sick with that sappy shit… Get over it, already.”
 
   “I know you don’t think what Cora and I have is real, but you’re wrong.”
 
   “Look, I know you want to believe it, but…”
 
   “She told me she loved me,” Thomas said.  
 
   Duncan waived him off.  “I’m sure you think she did…”
 
   “I don’t think she did! I know she did! The words came out of her mouth!”
 
   Duncan shook his head and whistled.  “Hey, girly!”
 
   Cora stirred.
 
   “What are you doing?” Thomas asked Duncan.
 
   “Proving to you that you’re full of shit.  Wake up!”
 
   Cora rubbed her eyes and sat up.  “Are we there?”
 
   “No,” Duncan said, “I was just having a conversation with your guy here and he seems to think that things are getting pretty serious between you two.”
 
   Cora smiled sweetly and laid her head on Thomas’ shoulder.  “I guess they are.”
 
   “They are?’  Duncan leaned forward resting his forearms on his thighs.  “Tell me, how do you feel about our boy here?”
 
   Cora thought about the question.  “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean tell me how you feel about him?  Do you like him?  Do you want to spend the rest of your life with him?  How do you feel about him?”
 
   Cora took on a sour expression. “I don’t see how this is any of your business.”
 
   “That’s enough, Duncan…”
 
   The conductor leaned back.  “It ain’t real, kiddo.”
 
   Cora sat up.  “Look here, I’m not sure how this is any of your business.  I don’t really like your tone.  I don’t like you, if you must know.  That fact that I love Thomas shouldn’t be any of your concern.”
 
   A look of amazement crept across Duncan’s face.  “What did you say?”
 
   “I said I don’t like you.”
 
   Thomas couldn’t help but smile.
 
   “After that.”
 
   “I said I love Thomas.” She grabbed Thomas’ hand and squeezed.
 
   Duncan’s amazed expression turned into a smile and eventually an uproarious laugh.  “Holy fucking shit!”
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   Ms. Pope was about to get fucked. 
 
   The Jake bio-syn model stood before her nude and fully aroused.  He was a new prototype that she’d handpicked out of the quality control center to help her relieve some of the stress that was wreaking havoc on her nervous system.  She found it exhausting to suppress the constant state of rage that was lingering in her system.  She needed to get fucked, and Jake was the perfect bio-syn for the job.
 
   He wasn’t matched to her, but she didn’t need him to be.  His testosterone was cranked up so high it made him animal-like.  His muscles rippled as he stalked her around her room at the Conway Towers. Another perk of being a director at Grant Bio-Synthetic was a free room any time you were getting fucked by a bio-syn on the quality control test list.
 
   The Jake model had been in development for six months.  He was based on an assortment of different protagonists described in hundreds of erotic romance novels. Dark hair, blue eyes, and brooding full lips. Perfectly chiseled chest, six pack abs, powerful arms and legs, and a thick cock that looked as though it could drive a nail through a two-by-four. 
 
   Ms. Pope wanted to be ravaged by him, pushed to the brink of utter destruction, but not without dishing out a little punishment herself.  She was a fighter by nature and by nurture.  Her father had forced her to forego piano lessons for lessons in all forms of martial arts.  If it involved kicking and/or punching, she knew the style, and she knew it well.
 
   As soon as she activated the unit, she threw a fist into his flawless face.  The unit responded by racing towards her like a charging bear.  She backed away throwing kicks and punches as she did.  The unit lunged into the hotel wall and cracked the plaster coating.  
 
   “C’mon, Jake.  You can do better than that,” Ms. Pope said deftly moving behind the unit and smashing the back of his head with the heel of her hand.
 
   The Jake unit wheeled around grabbing Ms. Pope’s blouse and tearing it from her body.  The severe looking woman felt a surge of welcomed terror race through her body.  She rushed to the other side of the room in her conservative bra and gray skirt.  “Better,” she said defiantly.
 
   The bio-syn growled and pursued her.  The unit could not put two words together.  It knew nothing but complete and total wanting for the woman in the room.  He had to have her.
 
   She delivered a kick to the unit’s chest that sent him reeling backwards.  She followed that kick with another kick to the back of his knee.  The unit tumbled to the floor, and she leapt on top of him, momentarily pinning his arms to the floor.
 
   With little effort, the bio-syn freed himself and tore the skirt from Ms. Pope’s waist.  She screamed and then slapped him.  The Jake unit responded to the slap by ripping her panties off and swiftly lifting her up just enough to stuff his giant erection into her tight, wet pussy.  Ms. Pope let out a different kind of scream as she felt herself slide down his erection.  She quickly lifted herself up and then slid back down again.  “Oh, my… Fuck!” 
 
   The Jake unit thrust his hips into her and she thrust back.  They weren’t in perfect sync, but it didn’t matter.  “Do it! Do it! Do it!” Ms. Pope yelled through gritted teeth.  
 
   The bio-syn moaned as he pounded into her.  
 
   “What are you, weak?” Ms. Pope asked.  “Fuck me harder, goddamn it!”
 
   The Jake unit stopped thrusting long enough to shift his body to the left and then roll Ms. Pope to the floor on her back.  His cock still inside her, he made a quick adjustment and then moved his hips like a jack hammer.  
 
   Ms. Pope laughed and groaned at the same time.  She was in the most glorious pain, and she hungered for him.  “Faster!  Faster!”
 
   The Jake unit looped his right arm under her left leg and spread her pussy open wider.  His thick cock, wet with her juices, slid in and out of her with relative ease.  He moved his hips at almost impossible speeds.  This is what she needed, to get fucked so hard she couldn’t think of anything else.  She came again and again, attempting to push away as she did, but unable to escape his hold on her.  
 
   “Don’t stop,” she said as she came.
 
   The bio-syn, drenched in sweat, gave one last thrust as he jerked back his head and roared.  His hips convulsed and he collapsed on top of Ms. Pope.  He continued to spasm resting his full weight on Ms. Pope, and she felt a jolt of electricity every time his body moved.  
 
   Just as she felt herself about to relax the door to the room crashed open.  She was about to get fucked again.
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   “His name is Duncan Price,” Anders said, “And not surprisingly, his job application on file at the hospital is filled with one lie after another.  I’m not even sure Duncan Price is his real name.”
 
   Dr. Grant was getting tired of examining photos of employees, bio-syns, and criminals.  She pushed the tablet across the desk with hardly a glance at Duncan’s employee ID photo.  “Given that it is highly unlikely that I would hear the name Duncan twice in such a short period of time, I’m going to assume that our Mr. Price is not just a former orderly at Seaver, but he’s also our organ salesman.”
 
   “Well, I haven’t compared notes with Harvey, but based on what you told me, I think that is likely, yes.”
 
   “So, this Duncan broke Dr. Green out of Seaver?  For what end?”
 
   “I can’t say for sure. The only thing I know with any certainty is that he was diametrically opposed to your father’s use of the bio-syn technology.  Wherever he is, I’m assuming he’s working to undo what your father did.”
 
   “A scientist with morals,” Dr. Grant said.  “How quaint.”
 
   Anders shook his head.  “I didn’t mean to imply he had moral objections to your father’s direction.  I believe he simply had different ambitions.”
 
   “Different ambitions?”
 
   “Other applications, scientific applications”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “Medical testing, deep space exploration, military…” 
 
   “In other words, he’s still an asshole.  He’s just a different kind of asshole than my father.  Dr. Grant stood and walked to the window in her office overlooking a large courtyard.  “This company has always been on thin ice with the American people, Craig.  Our product appears human in almost every conceivable way.  Yet, we’ve always managed to shut down any real bio-synthetic rights groups because we’ve successfully convinced the idiots that vote that a bio-synthetic’s only real value is its therapeutic properties.  We’ve even managed to convince religious groups that our product proves the existence of God because we create nothing but soulless human shells that only come to life when we pump them full of phony personality traits.  They’d never admit it, but our units prop up their theological bullshit more than the priests and preachers standing at all their pulpits in every house of worship in every corner of the world.”  She didn’t turn to face Anders.  She just stared at the window feeling nothing but contempt for the world.  
 
   “Two things can break that ice beneath our feet, Craig.  If a unit gives birth to a child that develops its own persona or if it’s revealed that bio-synthetic units have perfectly healthy immune systems and their parts are interchangeable with humans. Suddenly, we aren’t making highly sophisticated sex toys anymore.  Suddenly, we’re creating human beings, and we will be condemned for it.  Not just condemned, but prosecuted.”
 
   “But,” Anders said, “If we go down, so do half the people in Washington.”
 
   “That’s the problem, Craig.  Washington won’t come after us with lawyers and court ordered injunctions.  Too much will be uncovered.  They will come after us with guns and bombs.”
 
   “What are you saying?”  Anders asked.
 
   “I’m saying you may want to invest in a bullet proof vest and hire someone to start your car in the mornings.  They aren’t going to shut us down.  They’re going to tear us down piece by piece.” 
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   The train pulled to a stop at a cargo checkpoint three hours outside of the city.  Duncan had disembarked the train and was talking with the cargo inspector.  The driver of the train, a heavyset man with more chins than years left on his current life expectancy, lumbered back and forth across the adjacent track smoking a cheap cigar and periodically snorting back the mucus building up in his throat.
 
   Thomas and Cora remained in the train.  An uncomfortable silence had developed between them ever since Duncan had questioned Cora about her feelings for Thomas.  When she couldn’t take the whirling stillness anymore, she spoke her mind.
 
   “There’s something you’re not telling me.”
 
   Thomas paused before replying.  “Yes, there is.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   He cleared his throat and summoned the courage to say, “We are not what we appear, Cora.”
 
   “And just what is that supposed to mean?”
 
   “It means that we didn’t meet by chance…” he held up his watch and looked at the time “Twenty-seven hours ago.”
 
   She contemplated his statement.  “Are you trying to say you’ve been following me?”
 
   He took her hand.  “It’s so complicated.  I don’t know how to tell you exactly.”
 
   “Just tell me,” she said pulling her hand away.
 
   “We come from two different worlds…”
 
   “Is this because of your past?  You think because my father’s rich and pays my living expenses that I couldn’t understand?  That I’m some spoiled little rich girl who judges poor people…?”
 
   He uttered, “You don’t have a rich father!”
 
   “What are you talking about?  Of course I do.”
 
   “What his name?”
 
   Her eyes shifted back and forth as she searched her brain for the answer.  “Theodore Daniels…”
 
   “Why did you have to think about it?”  Thomas asked.
 
   “I didn’t have to think about it…”
 
   “You did.  You paused before you answered.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous.”
 
   “Theodore Daniels is not your father, Cora.  There probably isn’t even really someone named Theodore Daniels…”
 
   She laughed.  “Are you saying I’m lying?  That I made the whole thing up?  How could I possibly afford to live in the Conway Towers if my father didn’t pay for it?  I’m a teacher for Christ’s sake.”
 
   “Cora,” Thomas barked, “listen to me, none of it is real.  Your father’s not rich.  You don’t live in the Conway Towers.  You’re not a teacher at the university…”
 
   She stared at him vacantly.
 
   After several seconds without her replying or moving Thomas said, “Say something?”
 
   She did not move.
 
   Thomas realized that she was catatonic.
 
   “You don’t want to go there, kid.”
 
   Thomas turned to see Duncan standing in the open doorway of the train.  He was holding a clicker.  
 
   “She’s not ready to hear that.”
 
   “She has to know.  I don’t want to lie to her anymore.”
 
   “It’s the best thing for her, kid.  Trust me.”
 
   “Trust you?  You want to sell her for parts…”
 
   Duncan stepped onto the train.  “Okay, tell her that she’s not who she thinks she is.  Tell her that every memory she has in her head is bullshit.  Tell her that she doesn’t have a mother and a father, that she was created in some plastic bag, that two weeks ago she didn’t even exist. Tell her everything you know about Grant Bio-Synthetic Industries.  If you’re lucky, she’ll think you’re crazy and want to get as far away from you as possible.  Doesn’t matter how tuned in to you she is, she won’t want to have anything to do with the kookoo that is you.  But if you’re unlucky, she’ll believe every word of what you tell her.  In the dark recesses of her lab created brain, her instincts will come to life, and she’ll realize what she is, a goddamn flesh and blood sex toy that was made for one reason.  You want to ruin her life?  Tell her that she’s not a natural.  Convince her that she’s a fucking product that horny shits pick out of a catalog to have their way with and, while you’re at it, be sure to remind her that you’re one of those horny shits.”
 
   “I’m not one of them!”  Thomas screamed at the top of his lungs.  “I just went in for a job interview.  I didn’t know this was going to happen.  I didn’t ask for this.  They told me she was mine.  They wanted me to test her out.   I swear to God I didn’t know what I was getting into or how I would feel about her…”
 
   “Wait, you’re not even a Grant Bio-Synthetic client?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Duncan rubbed his chin.  “That doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “What doesn’t make sense?” Thomas asked.
 
   “I’ve run into a couple other job applicant test drive situations.  The fuckers were frustrated as hell because their units were low-leveled.  The company won’t let someone who hasn’t been fully vetted loose on the street with a unit that’s dripping wet and cock-ready.  They get PG-13 units that do more teasing than coming.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So, by the way you two look at each I’m guessing your unit jumps on your cock every chance she gets.  Not to mention that she’s professing her love for you, something I have never seen or heard of before.”
 
   “What are trying to say?”
 
   Duncan shrugged.  “I guess I’m trying to say you may have been right.  There’s something special about her, or there’s something special about you two together.  I’m not the sentimental ‘love conquers all’ type, but it’s possible I’m witnessing something much bigger going on here.”
 
   “Which is what?” Thomas asked.
 
   “It’s not just that this bio-synthetic unit loves you, kid,” He said sitting next to Cora.  “It’s that she fucking chose to love you.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So, shit-for-brains, bio-syns made at Grant Bio-Syn do a lot of things, but the one thing they absolutely can’t do is make choices outside of their conditioning, and saying ‘I love you’ is never part of their conditioning.”
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   “I never figured you for the rape fantasy type, Melissa,” Dr. Grant said to Ms. Pope.
 
   The Director of Female Conditioning and Decommission had been manhandled by Denise Harvey’s security team.  When she put up minor resistance to their demands that she come with them for questioning, they felt a beating was in order. Nothing too severe.  Just something to get her attention. Ms. Pope would never tell them, but she actually enjoyed it.  She got a twisted high out of the whole experience.  
 
   Licking her swollen lips, Ms. Pope said, “It’s not a rape fantasy.  I was in control the whole time.”
 
   “So, you’re saying you just like it rough.”
 
   “I’m saying I was in control. That’s all I’m saying.” She avoided eye contact with the chairman as she turned slightly in her chair and winced.
 
   Dr. Grant waved her off.  “Let’s get off this topic, shall we?  I’m more interested in a little matter we discovered going over last year’s decommission records.”
 
   “What about them?”
 
   “It seems that you did not decommission all the units scheduled for decommission.  Can you explain how something like that happened?”
 
   Ms. Pope looked at her for the first time.  “That’s not possible.  I examine those logs myself every morning.  I would have noticed a missed decom.”
 
   “That’s exactly why you’re here in the condition you are presently in.”
 
   “You think I doctored the logs?”
 
   Dr. Grant folder her arms.  “I’m not sure what you did.  All I know is that six female units missed decom, as you put it.  You are the director.  You signed off on the decommission logs.  One and one equals two, Melissa.  Don’t you agree?”
 
   “Why would I do such a thing?  I’m the most loyal employee you have.  I bleed for this fucking company!”
 
   “If it was not done on purpose, Melissa, then you are basically saying that you are grossly incompetent.  Either way, you have received your last paycheck from Grant Bio-Synthetic Industries.  This coupled with your frightfully stupid hiring practices…”
 
   “Those practices work.  I’ve saved this company hundreds of thousands of dollars in training, overtime costs, and lost production.  The people I hire complete their rotations.”
 
   “Be that as it may,” Dr. Grant said, “we now have a situation stemming from your cost-saving initiative that may cause this company irreparable harm, and I’m having a hard time believing that your two fuck-ups are unintentional.  As little as I think of you, I don’t think you’re stupid.”
 
   As frightened and angry as she was, Ms. Pope almost appreciated the backhanded compliment.
 
   “It’s obvious that you could not pull off something like this alone, so I am curious to know with whom you are working?”
 
   Ms. Pope didn’t answer.  Her eyes swelled with tears.  She had wasted her life for Grant Bio-Synthetic and this was the thanks she got.
 
   “Melissa, you can tell me or you can tell our security team.”
 
   “I’m not working with anybody.  I’m telling you the logs I signed off on showed 100% decommission.  I swear it!”
 
   Dr. Grant stood.  “Very well.”  Turning to the darkest corner of the room she said, “Denise, see if Melissa performs better under your team’s questioning methods.”
 
   “No!”  Ms. Pope yelled.  “You can’t do this!  I’m telling you the truth!”
 
   Denise stepped into the light carrying a leather bag.  “Don’t worry, Ms. Pope. Our method is very simple.  We give you control of the outcome.  Answer truthfully and it’s painless and fast.”
 
   “I don’t know anything.  Somebody doctored the records.  That has to be the answer.”
 
   Denise set the bag down on the table.  “Very well then, who would do such a thing?”
 
   Ms. Pope groaned and stomped her foot.  “I don’t know, but I do know that it would have to be someone with a high level security authorization… higher than me.”
 
   Denise reached into the bag and pulled out a leather cat o’ nines tail.  “That is something to consider.  Once we’re through here, I’ll look into that.”
 
   Dr. Grant pulled the door closed behind her just as Ms. Pope let out her first scream.  Strangely enough, it almost sounded like a scream of ecstasy.  
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   The train pulled into an enormous station that looked like it hadn’t been used in decades.     Thomas and Cora stepped off the train onto a crumbling platform and stretched their backs.  Cora had a vague memory of her conversation with Thomas about the true nature of their relationship, but the details were so foggy she couldn’t be sure if it was a dream or not.  Every doubt she had about him melted away when he took hold of her hand. 
 
   They followed Duncan through a maze of debris to the back of the station.  
 
   “Are you sure this is safe?” Cora asked Thomas.
 
   He nodded and said, “I’ll keep you safe.”
 
   Duncan opened a door to some stairs leading beneath the station.  “Don’t let appearances fool you, a friendlier place you will not find.”  He stomped down the cracked concrete steps and led his guests to a lobby with shabby linoleum flooring and flickering fluorescent lights.  “Some people look at this place and see a rundown piece of shit. I look at this place and see a rundown piece of shit with potential.”
 
   “This is where you live?” Cora asked.
 
   “Live, work, rule the world. You name it we do it from here.”
 
   “Who’s we?” Thomas asked.
 
   “Me, the boss, a few others.”
 
   A door opened at the other end of the lobby and a nude redheaded woman with perky breasts and an hourglass shape entered.
 
   “Jesus,” Duncan said.  “What are you doing, Angel?”
 
   The redhead stared briefly and then said, “Hello, Duncan.  You have returned.”
 
   “I have, and what did we say about walking around here ass-naked?”
 
   She looked down at herself and then back at him.  “You don’t like my body?”
 
   “Sweetie, we discussed this.  How I feel about your body is irrelevant.  You can’t go around like that.”  Turning to Thomas and Cora he said, “I’m sorry, but we’re still having trouble scrubbing the conditioning.” 
 
   “She’s a bio-synthetic?” Thomas asked.
 
   “They don’t make naturals like that, brother, that’s for sure.”
 
   A fully dressed, plump woman with disheveled hair entered the room behind the redhead.  “Sorry, Duncan.  She slipped out when I had my back turned.”
 
   “Hello, Amy?” The redhead said to the woman.  “Do you like my body?”
 
   “Yes, Angel.  I like your body.  Everyone likes your body.”
 
   “Should we have sex then?”
 
   Amy grabbed Angel’s arm, “No, we shouldn’t.  We should get you dressed and see what we can do to diversify that one track mind of yours.”  She pulled the redhead back through the doorway and disappeared.
 
   “Is this some kind of weird sex dungeon?” Cora asked backing towards the stairs.
 
   “No,” Duncan said.  “Although I’m not going to lie.  I’ve gotten pretty weird with Angel and a few others.  But this is more like a rehab center.”
 
   “Rehab?” Thomas asked.  
 
   “Yep,” Duncan said, “And right about now you’re probably wondering why an organization dealing in black market organs would be… bothering with reconditioning our organ donors.”
 
   Thomas nodded.  “I guess I am.”
 
   Duncan put his arm around Thomas and smiled.  “It’s possible I lied about that whole organ donor business.”
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   He arrived unannounced as he always did.  A senator, retired or otherwise, did his reputation no good by being seen entering the grounds of a company that deals with sex, no matter how therapeutic and legal the sex might be.  People may get the wrong idea, which wasn’t, of course,  wrong at all.
 
   Dr. Grant had been made aware of his arrival shortly after he entered the VIP lounge in the basement.  She didn’t really have time to entertain dignitaries and play the political game.  She was hoping she could help the good senator select a bio-syn of his liking and be on her way.  She was a bit surprised that he would be on the Grant Bio-Synthetic campus at such a time.  His son was running for leader of the free world.  It wouldn’t exactly be prudent if he were caught dipping into the bio-syn pool.  
 
   She entered the room and saw Senator Trelow examining photos on the wall of the VIP room.  He stood in a trench coat, his left hand holding his right wrist behind his back, taking in images that represented the history of the trillion dollar company.
 
   “Senator Trelow,” she said, “always a pleasure.”
 
   He turned and looked her over just as he had been examining the photos.  “Little Judith Grant.”
 
   She detested the condescension in his voice, but she hid it.
 
   “You’ve grown up so well, dear.  I remember you when you were such the little troublemaker… what were you, sixteen, when we first met?”
 
   “Seventeen I believe.”
 
   He nodded.  “It seems ages ago.”
 
   “It was ages ago.”
 
   “Yes, well look at you now, running the empire your father built.”
 
   “It runs itself really…”
 
   He laughed.  “You didn’t get that false modesty from your father.  Excuse me for saying so, but the man was the most arrogant son-of-a-bitch I’ve ever met.”
 
   “And if you’ll excuse me for saying so, sir.  He said the same thing about you many times.”
 
   He tilted his head in agreement.  “I suppose that’s true.  Probably why our relationship was so… explosive.   But the years do soften even the prickliest of bastards.  Your father died too young to realize that…”
 
   “I hate to rush you, Senator, but I’m afraid I have an issue I must deal with…”
 
   “Judith, sit won’t you?  We have some things to discuss.”
 
   She didn’t immediately comply.  It was a power move.  She couldn’t just sit because he asked her to.  She had to show him that she would sit when she wanted to, on her own terms.  “What kind of host would I be if I sat before my guest?”
 
   “Very well,” he said taking a seat in a chair that sat facing a row of chairs. It was the focal point of the room.  She immediately regretted letting him sit first and taking the power chair.
 
   Sitting in the row of chairs across from him, she asked, “How can I help you, Senator?”
 
   “I need to know how deeply rooted in the past you are here,” he said changing his tone from congenial to serious.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Certain… events… secret events took place under your father’s watch, and I need to know if he took those secrets to the grave with him.”
 
   She shifted in her chair to get comfortable.  “My father had many secrets, Senator.  I’m sure I don’t know all of them.”
 
   “Yes, well these secrets would involve me and some colleagues of mine.  Secrets that we wish to remain hidden.”
 
   She continued to shift.  “Do you have reason to believe that they wouldn’t?”
 
   He pulled the picture from his coat pocket and handed it to her.  “I have reason to believe they are no longer hidden.”
 
   Holding the picture to her face, Dr. Grant said, “This is…” she hesitated.  “I’m not sure what to make of this, sir.”
 
   “It’s your Jenna unit:  Five foot seven, emerald green eyes, 115 pounds, gorgeous…”
 
   “I’m aware of the unit.  What I’m confused by is that this model never went past the prototype phase.  There hasn’t been a Jenna in…”
 
   “Thirty-five years,” the Senator said.  “Give or take a few months.”
 
   “You seem to know a lot about this unit, Senator Trelow,” she said finding a position in the chair that was tolerable.
 
   “I should.  I loved her deeply.  There’s not a day that goes by that I don’t think about Jenna.”   He got a faraway look in his eyes.
 
   “I’m sure you thought you loved her, sir…”
 
   “I didn’t think anything,” he barked.  “I loved her.  You geneticists and biologists and whatever the hell else kind of scientists you have at this place try to boil things down into neat little chemical and neurological bundles that explain why people feel the way the feel.  Explain it any way you want, but the goddamn truth of it is that love is love, little Judith.  Love is love.”
 
   She forced a smile.  “That aside, sir, I’m still confused by the picture.”
 
   “Welcome to the club, my dear.  Your father and I made many agreements over the years, and one of our very first ones was that he never make another Jenna unit.  Have you reversed that policy?”
 
   “With all due respect, reinstating discontinued models wouldn’t be very profitable for us, sir.  Tastes have changed over the years…”
 
   “Then explain to me why that particular Jenna model is holding a recent photograph of my son.”
 
   She considered her answer before saying, “I can’t, Senator.”
 
   “She was not made in your facility?”
 
   “She was not.”
 
   He took the photograph from her.  “You know about Reverend Toland?”
 
   “Reverend Toland?  I’ve been in meetings since early this morning, sir…”
 
   “He’s dead.  Suicide.”
 
   “Oh, my… I’m so sorry…”
 
   “He received a picture like mine.  A different unit, but just as precious to him as Jenna was to me.  A unit that had also been discontinued as per your father’s agreement.”
 
   Dr. Grant sat stunned.
 
   “And there are others.  I’ve been getting concerned phone calls for two days.”
 
   “I can assure you, Senator.  We had nothing to do with…”
 
   “That is of little assurance, Judith.  Little assurance at all.”  He sat back as if he were a king on his throne.   “All this means is that someone outside of your facility is manufacturing bio-syns, and they’ve gone out of their way to make sure I am aware of it.  You are going to help me find out who it is and what they want, understood?”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   “Good.  Now, where do we begin?”
 
   She shifted in her chair once again.  In her mind’s eye she saw Craig Anders’ face as he gushed at how brilliant Dr. Albert Green was.  An uneasiness overcame her as she wondered just how brilliant the good doctor was.  She much feared Senator Trelow’s problem was connected to the problem they had been dealing with all day.   She settled in to tell him about her morning, and prepared herself for the first flames that would bring down the empire her father had built.
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   The man was elderly, but not feeble.  He sported a thick shock of white hair and a beard to match.   The blue hue of the fluorescent light gave his complexion a pale appearance, but under natural light he had a healthy, slightly tanned look.  He wore a pair of khakis and white shirt underneath a long lab coat.  
 
   Thomas and Cora stood holding hands in the room and watched the man suspiciously as he paced back and forth in front of them in a half-circle pattern.  Most of the time he eyeballed the floor and mumbled, but occasionally he looked up at them and chuckled.
 
   “You want to tell us what’s going on?” Thomas finally asked.
 
   “A miracle, son,” the man said with a toothy grin.  “An outright miracle, and I don’t even believe in such things.”
 
   Duncan stood near the door looking as perplexed as Thomas and Cora.
 
   “What is this place?” Cora asked.  “Who are you?”
 
   The man stopped pacing.  “Me?  I’m Dr. Green, Albert Green.”  He took in the sorry state of the room and said, “This place is our temporary headquarters.”  He clapped his hands.  “My manners, I’ve completely forgotten them.  Would you care for a drink or food?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Why did you bring us here?”
 
   “I didn’t.  Mr. Duncan did.”
 
   Duncan stepped forward.  “They were generating some heat, doc.  I had to bring her in early, and I didn’t feel right leaving the kid hanging.”
 
   Dr. Green said, “Yes, right, right.  The kid.”  He clapped again.  “My goodness the kid.”  He approached Thomas and pointed at him.  “Those eyes.  It’s as if you stole them from her.  My God, those eyes.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Thomas asked.
 
   “Your mother, those are her eyes.  I would know them anywhere.”
 
   Thomas went slack jawed.  “You knew my mother?”
 
   “Oh my, yes.  I knew her…” he drifted off for a second and then pulled himself back to reality.  “I knew her well.”
 
   “Doc,” Duncan said.  “You knew this kid’s mother?”
 
   Dr. Green turned to Duncan and laughed madly.  “Indeed.  Don’t you see, that’s the miracle.”  Turning back to Thomas.  “That he is here.   That I am here.  That we are here together.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Thomas said.
 
   “I do,” Cora said.
 
   Dr. Green turned his attention to her.  “Oh and you, my dear, I am so happy they have not deviated from my design one iota.”
 
   Ignoring the crazy statement she said, “You’re his father, aren’t you?”
 
   He clapped again.  “Wonderful.  Wonderful.  Did you see that, Duncan?”
 
   Duncan was too confused to respond.
 
   “She displayed intuition.  Intuition from a bio-synthetic.  Remarkable.”  
 
   “Bio-synthetic?”
 
   Dr. Green put his arm around her.  “Don’t mind me, dear.  I spent a long time in a facility taking all sorts of meds.  I still have my moments.”
 
   Thomas took a step back.  “You’re… him?”
 
   Dr. Green smiled with his arm still around Cora.  “I am!  I am!” 
 
   Thomas couldn’t speak. He just slowly shook his head. 
 
   “It’s true.”  He a laughed.  “Now you see why I say this is a miracle.  There are 26 billion people living on this planet that consists of 196,939,900 square miles.  I travel less than 200 square yards on any given day.  The odds that I would just happen across you are astronomical, unfathomable.  Wouldn’t you agree?”
 
   Thomas still couldn’t speak.
 
   “Mr. Duncan, don’t you think this constitutes a miracle?”  Dr. Green asked.
 
   “I gotta admit.  It’s pretty freaky.”
 
   “Another word for it,” Dr. Green said excitedly.  “A freaky miracle.”
 
   “You can’t be my father,” Thomas finally said.
 
   “I can,” the doctor said.  
 
   “My father is in… a hospital.”
 
   “Was,” Dr. Green said.  “I was in a hospital.  I worked a long time to get out.  It took me a long time to scrape together the supplies, but I did it.”
 
   “How?” 
 
   Dr. Green approached Duncan.  “I made myself an accomplice,” he said tapping Duncan’s arm.
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   They were unaware they had been labeled loose ends.  They’d spent a stress filled day talking to management about what they knew.  Talking to management anytime was a fucked up way to spend your day, but talking to management about a companywide shit storm compounded the tension to the nth degree.   They had been questioned and prodded about every little detail.
 
   Donnie ran a chrome tat analysis on the Jessica model and turned in all the information he had to Craig Anders.  He would have gone to Pope with it, but she was AWOL.    He didn’t know where she was, which was unusual because it felt like she was up his ass every chance she got.  Frankly, he didn’t care where she was. Louis met Donnie in his cubicle more excited than he should have been. 
 
   “Aren’t you beat?” Donnie asked.
 
   “To shit,” Louis said.
 
   “So, what’s with the annoying smile?”
 
   Louis moved in closer so he could whisper without being overheard.  “Dude from the cantina invited me to the lodge.”
 
   Donnie looked him in disbelief.  “No way.”
 
   “I’m not kidding.  Said he had a last minute drop out.  Offered me the spot because I was the first one he saw.  I love it when fucking miracles lead to copious amounts of pussy.”
 
   Donnie practically growled with envy.  “And why is it I’m supposed to be happy for you?  I got my ass hammered all day.  I’ve been on the clock for 16 hours.  I’ve examined more samples and specimens than I have since I’ve worked here, and I’ve got nothing but a headache and an ass-load of grief raining down on my head.  To top it off, I’m going home to a cheap six pack and an empty bed.  Meanwhile, you’re headed off to the fuck lodge to tag bio-synthetic slam hounds all night.”
 
   “Relax, numb nuts.  Dude said I can bring a friend.”
 
   A smile slowly formed on Donnie’s face. He pumped his fist in the air.  “Fucking-A!  The fuck lodge!”  He quickly switched to a whisper, “We’re going to the fuck lodge?”
 
   “Just call me your miracle man,” Louis said.
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   Dr. Green, still reveling in his miracle, convinced Thomas to let a member of his staff take Cora to the kitchen to eat.  Cora insisted she wasn’t hungry, but eventually agreed to go so the son and father could have a private moment.  She had no idea that private moment would include Duncan.
 
   Once alone, Thomas was the first to speak and it wasn’t to his newly found father.  It was to Duncan.  “You’re a bio-synthetic?”
 
   “Looks like this just don’t happen by accident,” Duncan said.
 
   “But… you know?”
 
   He nodded.  “I’ve always known.  Doc, clued me in from day one.”
 
   “There was no reason not to,” Dr. Green said.  “If you educate a unit about their origins from the beginning, they are as psychologically capable of handling their place in the world as humans are.  More so, in fact.  There are no lingering questions on why they’re here or how they came to be or who their creator is.  They know the things humans do not know about themselves.”
 
   Still stunned, Thomas asked, “But how…?”
 
   “How did a mental patient make a bio-synthetic?” Dr. Green finished the question for him.  “Making a synthetic stem cell is easy if you have the right tools and chemicals… and knowledge, I suppose.  The mistake Grant made was locking me away in a hospital that has lax security and more than enough supplies to duplicate what I was doing in the billion dollar laboratories he built for me.  It took some ingenuity to fabricate the embryonic pouch, but I managed to gain access to the requisitions list and edits it to include the raw materials that would suffice.  The whole process took years to complete.  Partly so my activities would go undetected, but mostly because I was heavily medicated, and it took me some time to find my way through the fog.  I managed to gradually change my med schedule during my infrequent stretches of lucidity and hatch a plan that would eventually free me.”  He giggled and spun around like a giddy child.  “Free.  Free.  Free.”
 
   Duncan rolled his eyes and slapped Thomas on the back.  “How do you like my god?  He’s a fucking lunatic, ain’t he?”
 
   “What do you mean Grant locked you up?”
 
   Dr. Green stopped spinning.  “Let’s not talk about that.  It is so… troubling.  And I am so very happy.  Happy, Duncan, do you hear me?  Happy!”
 
   “I hear ya, doc, but I think we need to clue the kid in on what’s going on.  They ought to be getting restless as shit right about now, and we’re going have to pick up the pace around here.”
 
   Dr. Green looked at his creation.  “Yes, yes.  You are right.  Right. Right. Right.”  He sighed to calm himself.  “Anthony Grant did locked me away.  He tired of me… interfering with his business… He trivialized my work… turned it into a... a... a tool to take his smut to the next level… turned something revolutionary into something that services the most base carnal needs of human beings… not that I don’t entertain those needs myself.  I do.  I am human after all, but to devote my work to such a thing is absolute madness.”
 
   “Keep it moving, doc,” Duncan said.  “Get to the point.”
 
   “Yes, the point.  The point is Grant bought the patent to my work.  I synthesized human stem cells.  Others had done most of the hard work before me.  They had synthesized bacteria cells and even blood cells.  I simply extrapolated their work, made some minor adjustments, and created a living human stem cell.”  He clapped his hands.  “A living human stem cell, can you imagine?  The applications for such a thing are... are... are endless.”
 
   Thomas was still having trouble processing that the man before him was his father.  “I don’t get it.  What applications?”
 
   “No more disease, son!  No more disease.  Don’t you see?”
 
   “No, not really.  Apparently, I didn’t inherit your… brains.”
 
   “Stem cells have been used in the treatment of all sorts of diseases and traumatic injury with varying degrees of success. Frankly, failure rates of such treatment outweighed successes. But promising nonetheless.  The problem with ‘natural’ stem cells is that they are only as good as the subject from which they are harvested and you run into donor and recipient match issues.  It is an imperfect alternative answer to high risk mainstream medical treatment for such things.  My synthetic stem cells don’t have the same sort of baggage.  They are pristine and highly adaptable.  We ran test trials on rats.  Rats with cancer, brain injuries, paralysis, whatever malady you can imagine…” He clapped as he pictured the good old days of research.  Shouting he said, “One hundred percent!” 
 
   Duncan interpreted for his creator.  “He means they had a 100% success rate in curing the rats.”
 
   “Yes, yes, yes.  That is what I mean.  No matter the condition.  No matter the stage of the condition.  No matter diet.  No matter… anything.  It was a discovery of gigantic proportions!”
 
   Thomas tried to wrap his head around what Dr. Green was saying.  “How come I’ve never heard of this until now?”
 
   Dr. Green smiled and pointed at him.  “Smart boy.  Smart boy.  Question everything.  Trust no one.”
 
   “Grant shit-canned the doc’s research…”
 
   “I’ll tell it, Duncan.  I will tell it.”  He straightened his coat and stood tall.  “Enter one Anthony Grant into the story.  The man had money, charisma, and a twisted foresight that only the most psychopathic possess.  He got wind of my research.  I’m not sure where… Some party or social event… where isn’t important.  What is important is that he serenaded me, wooed me, if you will.  Offered to fund my work.  Give me free reign.  He simply wanted to co-own the patent with me.  I agreed.” He raised his fists into the air and grimaced.  “Damn it!  Why did I agree?”
 
   “Bring it down, doc,” Duncan said.
 
   “Yes, of course.”  He cleared his throat.  “There was nothing wrong in the beginning.  I did my research, and he treated me like I was his favorite puppy.  The trouble started when we were set to begin human trials, the last step before receiving FDA approval.”  He started to absentmindedly roam about the room.  “He arranged a meeting with all the pharmaceutical companies.  It was top brass only.  The heads of research.  The decision makers.”
 
   “So he wanted to sell your patent to the highest bidder?” Thomas asked.
 
   “Oh, no,” Dr. Green said with a snort of laughter.  “Anthony Grant was far too shrewd for that.”  He looked plaintively at his hands outstretched before him.  “He wanted to use my work to bribe them.”
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   His mole, Denise Harvey, sat in the limo next to him.  The woman had been his greatest asset over the years, and he trusted her as much as he could trust anyone. 
 
   The Senator winked at her as his assistant wrapped her legs around the parking attendant’s hips at the far end of the limo. The retired politician smiled wickedly as he watched the young couple vigorously fuck of each other.  Placing his hand on Harvey’s leg he said, “I hope you don’t mind, but I find myself needing a boost and watching two lovers… the heat… the passion… it soothes my nerves.”
 
   Harvey shook her head and pretended as if she didn’t mind. 
 
   “We can still carry on with our business.” The Senator poured himself a glass of bourbon, but did not even bother to ask Harvey if she cared for one.  She didn’t drink, and the Senator considered that her biggest flaw.  
 
   “You were right about Grant,” he said.  “She doesn’t know anything.  She left out a few details here and there, but for the most part she laid out all her cards on the table.”
 
   “Her father only kept her in the loop on the bio-synthetic end of the business,” Harvey said.
 
   He took a drink and savored it.  “And you, my dear, have done a masterful job taking care of the other end of the business.  Masterful.”
 
   Embarrassed by the compliment, she smiled and nodded.
 
   “And Dr. Green?  Where are we on that little problem?”
 
   “My people are working on it.  I have the full resources of Grant Bio-Synthetic Industries behind me, so I don’t anticipate that to be a problem much longer.”
 
   “Make sure that it isn’t.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “The woman… Pope?”
 
   “No longer a problem.”
 
   “And the others… Derrick and Luther…is it…? And someone else?”
 
   “Donald and Louis, sir, and that will be resolved by tonight.  As well as the other.”
 
   He glared at her skeptically and held the bourbon in his mouth for a beat longer than normal and then swallowed.  “Do you think it’s wise to wait?  Why not just take care of it now?”
 
   “It would be a tricky proposition, sir, if four of our employees disappeared without warning.  I’ve arranged for a resolution in a public setting.”
 
   “Public?  I don’t like it.  It will draw too much attention.”
 
   “That is the beauty of it, Senator.  Because, while it is public, the public that will be attending will be engaging in highly illegal and immoral activities.  They will not want any undue attention focused on them.  They will take care of any cover-up for us..  In the end, and I expect that end to come in very short order I might add, those involved in the cover up will end up taking the blame.”
 
   He smiled and then broke out into a laugh.  “Fucking brilliant, Denise.  Absolutely, fucking brilliant.”
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   “Gentleman,” a rotund woman dressed in a black suit and matching turtleneck said, “Welcome to the fuck lodge.  Your first time?”
 
   Both Donnie and Louis nodded.
 
   The woman identified herself as Mae and invited the two newcomers into a side room just inside the rundown five-story brick building.  She patted the men down and directed them to take a seat next to a couple.  They introduced themselves as Lisa and Russell Tann.  
 
   “Busy night for newbies,” Mae said.  “I need to go over the rules of the fuck lodge before I cut you people loose inside the building.”  She held up a kidney-shaped gadget the size of the palm of her hand. “This is an inhaler.  Each of you will get one before entering.  It has a durable yet comfortable string so you can hang it around your neck.  Keep it on your person at all times.  Bio-syns outnumber humans three to one in this place.  They give off a lot heat: pheromones, voodoo, mojo, whatever the fuck you want to call it.  It’s not drift, but it is pretty fucking close, and it is some powerful, powerful shit. If you feel yourself getting lightheaded or woozy, take in a couple of hits from your inhaler.  It fits over your mouth and nose thusly.”  She demonstrated and then handed each of the newcomers an inhaler.
 
   Continuing she said, “These are not your typical bio-syns.  They are defects off the line.”
 
   “Defects?” Russell asked.
 
   “Don’t worry.  You can’t see most of the defects.  Ninety percent of them are fucked up in the head.  The brain’s not only a terrible thing to waste, it’s also as difficult as shit to cook one up in a lab.  To put it plainly, these fuckers are dumb as rocks.”
 
   “What about the other ten percent?” Louis asked.
 
   “Extra body part here and there.  I think we got one with two dicks.  Another one with a third arm.  The bonus is that all extra body parts tend to be fully functional.  That’s why we include them in this party.”  She looked at Lisa.  “You may want to give the double cock unit a try.  He can take care of your recreational area and sewer line at the same time.  I understand it can be quite the little thrill ride.”
 
   Lisa smiled politely and squeezed her husband’s hand.
 
   “Now, I shouldn’t have to say this, but we’ve had problems in the past, so I will.  What takes place here is not strictly legal.  This is not a company function.  The company does not endorse or approve what we do here.  Technically, they do not know this place exists.  They look the other way because we always have the units back for decommission in less than 24 hours.  No fuss.  No muss.  If you get caught by the authorities, we are fucked and by the transitive property of equality, you are very, very dead.  If you blab to your friends about this place, you are even deader.  Am I being clear enough?”
 
   Everyone nodded.
 
   “Good.  Now, every unit here is turned up to horny as fuck.  You will be horny as fuck.  You will also be euphoric and giddy and coming all over the place, which brings me to our most important rule.  Clean up after yourselves. Don’t be disgusting.”
 
   With the rules and threats effectively delivered, she stepped into the hallway and pointed toward a set of double doors at the end of the dark corridor.  The muffled sound of heavy thumping music could be heard on the other side of the doors.   “Your paradise awaits.”
 
   Russell was the first to move.  He took a step and then grabbed his wife’s hand and said, “It’s now or never.”
 
   She felt her stomach turn as she let him guide her down the hall.
 
   Donnie looked at Louis and said, “You’re not going to pussy out are you?”
 
   Louis raised an eyebrow.  “Brother, every fucking wet dream I’ve ever had since puberty is waiting for me on the other side of those doors.  I’d miss my mother’s funeral for this.”  He hurried past Lisa and Russell.  Reaching the door, he turned, gave the others a smile and then pushed it open.
 
   Donnie heard his friend hoot and say, “Fuck yeah!” as he slipped through the open door.  But, he still waited.  If asked why, he couldn’t explain.  He just waited and watched as Lisa and Russell entered the room.  He saw neon lights and the silhouettes of people dancing.  He saw a man’s bare ass and a woman’s legs wrapped around it. 
 
   His heart beat against his chest.  He gave himself a pep talk to shake off the nerves and then moved to the door.  Closing his eyes, he told himself he could do it, and then pushed the door open.  Looking in front of him, he saw the bare ass again.  He could tell by the rippling muscles on the male’s back that it was a bio-syn.  His ass contracted and relaxed as he pumped into a woman.  The woman was shouting ‘yes’ over and over again.  
 
   By the time the doors closed behind him, Donnie was fully erect.  Every inhibition he’d had outside the room was gone.  He spotted Louis dancing with a mocha skinned bio-syn unit.  She was naked and perfect, and Louis already had his shirt off.  
 
   To his right, Donnie saw Lisa laughing wildly as she tugged on a bio-syn’s massive cock, while Russell watched with a goofy grin and his hands down his pants.  
 
   “Can I see your ID?” Donnie heard a woman ask.
 
   A blonde dressed in a police uniform that was far from standard issue stared at him with depraved intentions.  Her hat sat at an angle on her head.  A black tube top that was barely wide enough to qualify as more than a strip of cloth covered her nipples.  A pair of handcuffs hung from a belt that hung loosely around her hips. A black see-through mesh skirt, thigh high white socks, and a pair of black stilettos completed the outfit. 
 
   “Excuse me?” Donnie asked.
 
   “ID?”
 
   He showed her the yellow bracelet he had received at the door.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “They gave it to me… to get in.”
 
   She grabbed his wrist.  “You trying to be funny?”
 
   Startled by her quickness Donnie said, “What…?”
 
   She turned him around with little effort and before he could react, she had him handcuffed. “I’m taking you in.”
 
   “In where?” Donnie asked feeling panicked and intrigued all at once.  
 
   She shoved him through the crowd. “Just walk.”
 
   They passed Louis whose pants were off.  The unit was on her knees with her hand wrapped around his cock.  She moved her head back and forth to the beat of the music while stroking his erection.
 
   He looked over his shoulder in Lisa and Russell’s direction.  Her pants were draped around her ankles as she bent over in the downward dog position.  The male unit pounded her from behind while Russell gleefully masturbated.  
 
   It was all so hedonistic and out of control, Donnie found himself both frightened and utterly grateful to be in the middle of it all.
 
   The blonde cop shoved Donnie into a room where two females lay on a couch in the 69 position.  He couldn’t tell which was the bio-syn and which was the human.  
 
   The cop grabbed his face in her hands and kissed him as if it had been something she longed to do for a lifetime.  Then leaning into his ear she said, “Mister, when I ask to see your ID, you better goddamn whip it out next time.”
 
   “Whip it out?
 
   She cupped her hand on his crotch.  “There it is.”
 
   “Okay…” Donnie said wide-eyed.
 
   “You know what the penalty is for resisting a police officer?”
 
   Donnie shook his head.
 
   “Guess.”
 
   “I’m hoping it has something to do with sex…”
 
   “Get on your knees,” the blonde said with a seductive smile.
 
   Donnie complied.  
 
   She pulled up her mesh skirt.  “Look at my pussy.”
 
   Donnie complied again.  It was beautiful.
 
   “Lay down on your back.”
 
   With his hands cuffed behind him, Donnie awkwardly maneuvered to his ass, and then dropped to the floor on his back.
 
   The blonde straddled him and then squatted down on his face.  “Lick my pussy, lawbreaker.  Lick my fucking pussy.”
 
   He massaged her clit with his tongue.  He licked faster and faster each time she screamed, “Lick it!”  His head started to spin.  
 
   The blonde cop grabbed him by his hair and pulled his head in closer to her.  “Fuck me with your tongue.”
 
   Slipping his tongue in an out of her soft juicy walls, he felt himself start to blackout.  The world got darker and darker and just as he felt himself fall into total darkness he yanked himself into reality.  
 
   The blonde was no longer sitting on his face.  She was swallowing his cock with her velvety pussy.  “C’mon, lawbreaker, get that cock in there.  Get… it… in!”  Once the length of his erection was entirely engulfed by her wet warm walls, she placed her hands on his chest and pushed her hips up and then forced them down.  “Your cock feels so good in my pussy,” She said through gritted teeth.  Up and down.  Up and down.  Up and down.  Pumping harder and moving faster.  She frantically rode his cock.
 
   His world started to spin again and he felt out of breath. 
 
   Still she rode his cock, bucking and twitching and screaming like a lunatic.
 
   His eyes rolled back in his head and he lost sense of time. Feeling himself start to slip, he grunted and brought himself back from the brink of unconsciousness.  
 
   Somehow he found himself ramming the blonde from behind. She was bent over the couch gripping the cushions. He had no idea how they had gotten there, and he found himself not caring.  The handcuffs hung around just one of his wrists. The blonde was begging for him to go deeper.  He pounded and pounded and pounded, feeling his balls slap her clit with each thrust.  As he felt himself blacking out again, he reached for the inhaler hanging around his neck.  There was nothing there.  His mind fell into a deeply murky state.  Images raced through his memory.  Where had he placed the inhaler?  Where… the world shut down for a moment.  He opened his eyes.
 
   Two blondes were sucking his cock.  Neither one of them was the cop.  His eyes heavy, he surveyed the room with his blurred vision and saw the cop riding Louis’ cock.  His friend looked as out of it as Donnie felt.  
 
   Russell and Lisa had entered the room, too.  Russell rammed his wife from behind while she sucked off a bio-syn unit.  Russell directed his wife.  “Spit on that big cock, baby.  Suck it.  Suck it.  Spit.  Get that fucking cock wet, goddamn it!”  Even in Donnie’s groggy state he marveled at how out of control the situation was.  They were all fucking insane with lust. 
 
   Another blackout.
 
   Donnie came to on the dance floor.  It was littered with writhing bodies.  He couldn’t tell where one body ended and another began.  The music was blaring, but it wasn’t enough to drown out the sounds of ecstasy coming from every inch of the building.  He wasn’t even aware that his cock was in his hand and he was coming in a bio-syn’s mouth, a brunette this time, delicious build, and an insatiable appetite for his cum.  When he couldn’t ejaculate anymore, she sucked on his erection like it was a straw trying to get out every last drop.
 
   Donnie pushed her away and staggered toward a door marked ‘Stairs’.  He had to get out of there.  
 
   Through the door, he stumbled up the first flight of stairs and had to fight off another blonde.  So many blondes, he thought.  So many fucking blondes.  He made it to the second level and then the third.  He fell on the stairs leading to the fourth floor and labored to catch his breath.  He wiped the sweat from his face and examined his hands.  They were red, blood red.
 
   An image popped in his mind.  Louis… it was Louis’ blood.  They fought over the brunette.  They both wanted her.  Donnie bounced Louis’ head off the dance floor until it split open.   Donnie turned and scrambled up the stairs.  He killed Louis.  He fucking killed Louis.
 
   Making it to the roof access he stopped as he heaved uncontrollably.  He felt as though he would never be able to breathe normally again, the air he needed to live would forever crush his lungs.  
 
   He stepped out on the graveled rooftop and relished the sensation of the cool breeze.  He wobbled to the edge of the building and looked over.  “I killed Louis.”  A flash of Russell screaming “What did you do?” nearly knocked him off his feet.  
 
   “Lisa?!” Russell cried.
 
   Donnie’s memory suddenly became crystal clear.  He wasn’t fighting Louis over the brunette.  They were fighting because Donnie attacked Lisa.  
 
   “Oh, my God,” he said.  “What’s happening to me?”
 
   The sounds of the street five stories below caught his attention.  He leaned over the edge of the building and watched as two cars navigated the street.  Closing his eyes, he repeated, “I’ve gone insane” and freed himself of the need to hang onto his balance.  Gravity soon tugged him over the side of the building and sent him crashing into the unforgiving pavement. 
 
   Lisa appeared out the darkness and peered over the side of the roof.  She breathed deeply into her inhaler and slowly felt her mind start to right itself.  As she pieced the events of the night together, she looked at her watch.  A great sense of disappointment crept into her mind as she realized her time was almost up. 
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   “Bribe?” Thomas asked.
 
   “Yes, yes,” Dr. Green answered.  “Bribe. My work threatened their livelihood, their wealth, their power.  Grant saw that.  He saw that from the first moment he heard about my work.  He knew what it meant.  He was a virtuoso in that way.  He didn’t just see things five, ten, twenty years into the future.  He saw what would transpire 50 years ahead, and he masterfully convinced others that it wasn’t a mere theory, but a foregone conclusion.”
 
   “Sounds like you admired him,” Thomas said.
 
   The heavily bearded man pondered Thomas’ assessment.  “I suppose I did in the beginning.  We were not compatible in the least, but I recognize genius when I see it, appreciate it even, but as time went by so too did my admiration for him.  He was nothing more than a carnie, a PT Barnum.  Money was his primary interest.  The transformative implications… the historical nature of the discovery meant nothing to him.”
 
   Dr. Green giggled.  “Think of it.  Cancer would be as easy to treat as a headache.  Spinal cord injuries could be treated with a series of injections and physical therapy.  It would be as catastrophic as a sore muscle.  Nothing more.  Brain injury… disease, my boy… any disease could be reduced to a mild inconvenience.”
 
   Duncan yawned.  “The kid’s not getting any younger, doc.  Get to it.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Dr. Green said.  “I do ramble so.  Anthony Grant took my research to the pharmaceutical companies and ensured them he would lay waste to their profit margins.  He did the same with insurance and healthcare providers.  A large portion of their services would no longer be required if disease was no longer a concern.  He allowed their people to pour over my work, and they did.  They all saw it for themselves. They knew he was right.  The decline would be gradual at first, but in a few short decades they would all be paupers.”  He frowned as he relived the past he was recounting.  
 
   “They paid him to kill your research?”
 
   “For the purposes I intended, yes.  Grant Bio-Synthetic Industries has collected billions of dollars in bribe money over the years so the healthcare industry could collect trillions from sick and dying people during that same time period.  Millions have died unnecessarily as a result.”
 
   “Okay,” Thomas said sounding somewhat skeptical, “but how does that get us here?”
 
   “What do you mean?” Dr. Green asked.
 
   “Well, how did Grant Bio-Synthetic get into the business of pimping out bio-syn units?”
 
   Dr. Green groaned.  “More of Grant’s meddling.  Without my knowledge or permission, he shared my work with a designer in vitro lab he owned.  They had been giving the affluent perfect babies for years.  Using my stem cells to create something even more perfect wasn’t too daunting a task.”   He shook his head.  “Fascinating really.”
 
   “Fascinating?” Thomas said in disgust.
 
   Sensing his disproval, he said, “Yes, yes, I know moral boundaries were crossed, but as a scientist I can’t help but marvel at the thought of it.  Life that mimics humans in every way, yet is not human… it staggers the mind… pushes the boundaries of our identity over a cliff.  You take away the human race’s unique nature and you make it irrelevant.  Nothing means what we thought it meant.  Nothing.”
 
   “He’s saying you humans have a stick up your ass about being king shit.” Duncan said.
 
   “Well put, my friend.  Well put.”
 
   “So, Grant found a way to double dip on your research.  He made money for suppressing it and not using it for what it was intended to be used for, and he made money by using it for something you never dreamed it could be used for.”
 
   “Exactly,” Dr. Green said.  “His team turned out to be quite capable scientists from every bio-engineering field.  I’m afraid my curiosity drove me to participate with unfettered enthusiasm.”
 
   Thomas looked shocked.  “I thought you said Grant trivialized your work.”
 
   “He did,” he said, “very much so, but nonetheless, the temptation to take the work… to create… a human being when no human being was used as source material… I could not pass that up.  Goodness no.  No scientist could.”  
 
   Thomas looked at him disapprovingly.
 
   “That look.  That look.  Your mother cast it upon me often.  She did not approve of my scientific curiosity either.”  He smiled.  “Even though she would not be here without it.”   
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   Harvey’s team loaded the defective bio-syns onto a tractor trailer in record time.  They were en route to the fuck lodge the second Donnie hit the pavement. The large woman who ran the lodge locked the place down and called them like she had been trained to do.  The Grant Bio-Synthetic security team was quick and efficient and left nothing to chance.  The humans who had enjoyed the fruits of the fuck lodge were too high to worry about.  Any information they could give to the cops was useless.  
 
   All in all, the plan couldn’t have gone better.  The loose ends had been eliminated and there was no connection to Grant Bio-Synthetic Industries other than that some of the deceased worked for the company.  But that could be explained easily enough.  They worked together.  They played together.  Things got out of hand.  
 
   It was a shame, and they would be missed.  That would be the company line.  But, what really mattered is they wouldn’t be a problem.
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   The man who said he was his father had just split open his world.  Thomas didn’t know what he was.  He had known just minutes before.  He was a guy life shit on like everyone else.  He was raised in foster homes by people who didn’t care if he lived or died.  He had no education to speak of.  He couldn’t hold a job.  His life was just a series of fuckups and disasters, but at least he was human.  He came from somewhere.  
 
   Now life was still shitting on him, but he wasn’t like everyone else.  He was half human, half synthetic.  He wasn’t sure what that really made him.
 
   Cora was waiting for him in a room at the farthest end of the underground complex.  While it wasn’t as ramshackle as the rest of the building, it wasn’t the Ritz either.  She greeted him with a hug. It warmed him.  He wasn’t cold.  He wasn’t dead inside.  The electricity that surged through his body once he felt her arms wrap around him brought him back to life.  He was surprised by it, utterly revived by it.  He hugged her tighter; his face nestled into the crook of her neck.  The smell of her energized him even more.  He had been devastated by the revelations of his past just seconds before, but now his mind was hyper focused on her entirely.  Everything about her excited him, the feathery feel of her hair, the silky smooth texture of her skin, the way she slightly swayed as they hugged.  She was sheer perfection.
 
   He kissed her neck, and she trembled.  He continued to kiss her, following the sinewy structure of her jaw line to her earlobe.  She breathed out a soft groan.  He devoured her in a fiery kiss on the lips.  Their heads moved to the inaudible beat of their longing for each other.  The passion brewing between them soared in symphonic harmony as their hands caressed one another.
 
   With his hand shaking from the intensity, he frantically removed her shirt, tearing it ever so slightly as he did.  She was even more frantic and pulled the smiley face t-shirt over his head tossing it with authority to the other side of the room.  
 
   Both topless, he lifted her high enough so her breasts were even with his chest.  She wrapped her legs around his hips and they continued to kiss with unrestrained fervor.   He released her to the floor and turned her around.  He bent down and planted a single soft kiss between her shoulder blades.  She arched her back and moaned.  He kissed her where the back of her neck and right shoulder met.  She reached behind her and cupped the back of his head.  He kissed down her spine.  
 
   She turned quickly, undid his belt, opened his pants and cupped his erection in her hand.  He breathed in and held it, anticipating her next move.  She yanked at his pants until they dropped to the floor.  
 
   While he was stepping out of his pants, she removed hers.  He scooped her up and carried her to a cot in the corner of the room.  Laying her down, he positioned her perfect ass on the edge of the cot and grabbed his cock.  She eagerly spread her legs and nearly fainted when she felt the head of his erection push against her moist lips.  He let out a small grunt as he fought to enter her.  She screamed in complete bliss.  Once the head made it past her swollen and stretched opening, it felt as if her pussy was swallowing his cock, sucking it in as deep as it could go.  She flinched and bucked at the sensation of his erection sliding deeper and deeper inside of her.  It was too much and not enough at the same time.  She wanted to take all of him, but she didn’t know if she could.  She placed a hand on his stomach to slow his progress, and he pushed harder. It was a reflex.  She eased her resistance and her eyes rolled back in her head as she felt the entirety of his massive cock inside of her.  She cried out.  He pulled back, terrified he had hurt her.  She dug her fingernails into his ass and pulled him back into her as deep as he could go.  She wanted it all.  She needed it all.  
 
   He thrust into her and pulled out.  Thrust in and pulled out.  He increased his speed with each thrust.  Then suddenly he stopped and changed his tactic.  He pulled back until just the head of his cock was hidden in her pussy.  He fucked her with a shallow motion.  She squirmed at the change in depth and motion.  She panted at the rapid fire in and out.  She slapped the bed, howling in ecstasy.  She was mad from the sweet, rhythmic teasing sensation.  He wasn’t deep enough, but the head of his cock was positioned perfectly to massage the underside of her clit as he moved in and out.  She screamed out a word, she was so lost in the moment she didn’t even know what she said.  She was out of her mind, out of her body, free from the confines of space and time.
 
   Without warning, he rammed his cock deep inside of her.  Surprised by the change in depth, she shrieked and came.  He continued to pound her.  Losing himself in the motion. He pumped her, getting short of breath.  He drove his cock in and out, in and out, in and out… until he felt a pressure at the base of his cock work its way up the shaft and explode. He collapsed on top her and twitched as he came over and over again.
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   Dr. Grant posed the question to Anders and waited for his answer.  She was four sips into her second glass of Cabernet Sauvignon, but it was doing nothing to relax her.
 
   Anders was a lightweight.  He was still on his first glass, and his face felt flush from the alcohol.  
 
   “I’m waiting,” Dr. Grant said.  “How is it that the Senator had a recent picture of a model that never made it passed the prototype stage thirty years ago?”
 
   Anders shrugged.  “I’m really not sure.  The only thing I can say with absolute certainty is that it didn’t come from us.”  He sniffed the aroma of the fermented grapes rising from his glass.
 
   “Are you saying someone is manufacturing bio-synthetic units?”
 
   He was about to answer her with an “I don’t know,” but stopped when a thought occurred to him.  “There were eight units missing from the decommission logs, right?”
 
   She nodded.  “There were.”
 
   He drank from his glass, held the liquid in his mouth for a beat and then swallowed.  “Yes, it’s possible… that could be the answer.”
 
   “What could be the answer?”
 
   “Lineage extraction.”
 
   She shook her head and scowled.  “I have no fucking idea what you’re saying.”
 
   “I’m saying that it’s possible to extract a unit’s lineage from a simple DNA swab.  It would take someone who really knew what they were doing, but once you’ve identified lineage, you can code the synthetic DNA to recreate any of the past models included in that lineage.  You’d need our equipment and the right environment, but it could be done.”
 
   “Lineage?  Our units are made in a lab.  They don’t have a lineage.”
 
   “True, but as you know, we recycle synthetic DNA.”  The wine was breaking down his inhibitions, and he was being uncharacteristically candid.  “A total violation of FDA rules, but it was your father’s idea.  Once he found out it would save the company billions in source material, he slashed R&D’s budget to produce new synthetic DNA…”
 
   “So,” Dr. Grant said interrupting him, “we extract the stem cells from units before they’re decommissioned, and use those cells to create and develop new units.”
 
   “Exactly. The coding of each preceding model is embedded in the synthetic DNA.  As I said, the right person with the right equipment…”
 
   “Is Dr. Green the right person?”
 
   He considered her question and nodded.  “Indeed, but even he would need the right equipment and facilities.”
 
   She smiled and polished off her glass of wine.  “I think your Dr. Green is too smart for his own good.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean he’s made a mistake.”
 
   “In what way?”
 
   “He’s used his brain to recreate bio-synthetic units outside of this facility.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So, you said it yourself.  He needs the right equipment.  You can’t just buy that equipment anywhere.”
 
   “Well, no…” he said trying to follow her logic.  “I don’t suppose you can, but…”
 
   “Craig, get on the phone with our suppliers and find out if they’ve had any interested buyers lately.  I want to know who’s recently purchased what we normally purchase. If we use a special fucking kind of paperclip, I better know who else has purchased that paper clip in the last three months, understand?”
 
   He nodded.  “You might be on to something…”
 
   “You goddamn better believe it!  Now get off your ass and start digging!”
 
   He stood and rushed out of her office.
 
   She poured herself another glass of wine and finally felt a slow stream of relief trickle through her veins.  She had outsmarted the fucking brilliant Dr. Albert Green.  She was sure of it.
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   The Senator sat in his office rubbing his eyes.  He was exhausted by the day, by the secrets he fought to keep. For the first time in his life, he didn’t know if he had the energy to go on.  It was all just too much.
 
   He turned on the television and got the tail end of a story about his son. His boy had been anointed a superstar in politics.  He had the looks, the brains, and the skill.  He was perfect, tailor-made for the highest office in the land.  
 
   Only the Senator and a handful of people knew that his son was half tailor-made.  Born to a bio-syn and, as a result, not fully human, and by most people’s standards, not human at all.  That was the law the Senator helped pass decades ago.  It was what everyone wanted.  The Right demanded they not be recognized as human because only God could make a human.  The Left used their opposition’s religious ties to their advantage by pushing through unrelated social programs through a series of compromises.   And, Grant demanded that they not be recognized as human because it was illegal to own other humans.  One drop of bio-synthetic humanoid blood very simply meant you weren’t human at all.  If you weren’t human, you had no rights.    
 
   A video clip of his son delivering a speech in a factory played on the screen.  He talked about the rights of the working class being subverted by corporations in the name of profits.  The hard work of  the men and women on the manufacturing lines all across the country was being used to fund corruption and greed in Washington so the politicians would deregulate, deregulate and deregulate and allow CEOs and stockholders to fill their pockets with uncapped riches.  The workers put in their hours to feed their families off meager wages while their bosses cashed in their bonuses to buy one more yacht or one more sub-orbital spacecraft.  Arthur Trelow, III was going to put an end to it.  He was going to make sure the workers got their fair share.  The people could count on him.
 
   The Senator almost laughed because he knew his son could not count on the people if they knew what he was.  He switched the television to the security camera input and maximized the view of the camera at the gate guardhouse.  A half smile slowly formed on his face as he watched his assistant, totally nude, enter the guardhouse and seduce the unsuspecting young security officer.  
 
   He looked at his watch and nearly lost his smile when he realized this would all be over soon.
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   It didn’t take long for Anders to track down a sale of specialized hydraulic tubing from one of their suppliers to an unknown buyer.  After a few minutes of issuing threats and lambasting them for not notifying Grant Bio-Synthetic of the sale, the supplier turned over all the billing information they had on the buyer.  
 
   The problem was that it wasn’t very helpful.  The address was to a storage warehouse on the other side of the country.  The name of the company was Fabrication Utility Chimera Kozen Universal.  He had never heard of it.  The more he studied the name the more ridiculous it sounded.  He zeroed in on the first letter of each word and chuckled to himself when he spotted the acronym F.U.C.K.U.  “Fuck you, too,” he whispered.  
 
   He buzzed his assistant and instructed her to locate the phone number of the storage warehouse.  Maybe someone there remembers something about the good folks at F.U.C.K.U.  He leaned back in his chair chuckled again.  “Clever,” he said.  “Very clever.” 
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   Over the next two hours they fucked five times.  Thomas could not get enough of her.  As soon as he came, he took a breath, rolled over and waited for his cock to go limp.  Instead, a single solitary question kept popping up in his head. “Why aren’t I inside of her where I belong?”  
 
   It was a raw, animalistic need that felt as right as anything had ever felt.  What he was doing was physically impossible, yet he was doing it, and Cora was drunk from the passion of it.  Whenever he pulled out to momentarily regroup from one orgasm to the next, she felt a sense of panic rush through her.  She needed him intensely.  If he took a second too long to re-enter her, she climbed on top of him and took matters into her own hands, riding him so ferociously he thought a fire would ignite from the friction.  
 
   Their time together was melting away, and they knew it.  He knew it because he had been informed of their timeline from the beginning.  She knew out of instinct.  She felt it deep in her heart that what they had wasn’t meant to last. She couldn’t verbalize it.  She just knew their forever was almost gone.   
 
   It was sex out of a sense of desperation.  It wasn’t fulfilling in the least. Maybe in the beginning, but as time passed it was about squeezing out all the passion they could before it was over.  There was a thought or hope in the beginning that it would silence the doubt in their heads; the doubt that what they had wasn’t timeless.  And, during the throes of passion, the doubt did disappear temporarily, but it always returned.
 
   Eventually, even the enhanced hormonal production created by their finely tuned pheromones and resonance match needed a rest.  She collapsed on his chest and fell into a deep sleep, while he lay in a post-sex stupor that seemed to slow the world to a manageable crawl.  For a brief moment, he felt like it gave them more time together.  
 
   He gathered his thoughts and carefully extracted himself from the cot without waking her.  Slipping on his jeans and shoes, he exited the room and wandered the halls of the dilapidated facility until he found the kitchen.  It had been some time since he had eaten and given his activity level for the last couple of hours, he needed to refuel.  
 
   He was two bites into his apple when Duncan entered the room.  “Decided to come up for air, kid?”
 
   Thomas looked at him with a look of embarrassment.  “What?”
 
   “Your girl isn’t exactly quiet.”
 
   “Oh…I... I... I...”
 
   “Relax, kid.  I get it.  We all do.  It’s not something you can really control.  That’s the beauty of the whole bio-synthetic industry as it is presently structured.  It is what we call sex-centric.  The doc’s not real wild about it, but I have to say I am a big fan.”
 
   Thomas hesitated before saying, “But you’re a bio-synthetic.”
 
   “What’s your point?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I mean isn’t it kind of demeaning?  Grant Bio-Synthetic basically creates sex slaves… and they’re your… kind.”
 
   Duncan considered Thomas’ statement as he retrieved an apple of his own.  “My kind?  You think your girl and me are the same… kind?”
 
   “Aren’t you?  You’re both bio-synthetic.”
 
   He took a bite of his apple and talked as he chewed.  “We both got here in basically the same way.  We started out as a mixture of elements blended together in painfully precise measurements.  We were then placed into a vacuumed tight box and exposed to a constant stream of low electromagnetic currents that eventually created small doses of controlled radioactive impulses that mimicked what the doc calls the ‘quantum life force.’  He’s got some scientific name for it.. QLF-333 or some shit like that.  Whatever you call it, it turns that chemical mixture into a batch of stem cells, virtually no different than the embryonic stem cells created when a sperm fertilizes an egg.  In fact, the only way it’s different is that it’s better. Those QLF-333 stems cells are then used to design synthetic humanoids. Some of us were designed with kick-ass personalities like me and others were designed with a perky set of cans like your girl, so in that sense, your Cora unit, and I are the same kind.”  He took another bite of his apple.  “But I was designed with something extra that makes me different.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Doc gave me a soul.”  With that, he stood and left the room with a self-satisfied smile. 
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   Senator Trelow had been called soulless many times in his life.  He wasn’t, of course.  He had a soul.  It was just very, very dark.  
 
   Some people might look at that as a character flaw, but he thought it was anything but.  It was his greatest characteristic.  He got things done.  He changed the world because he was focused on goals and not the people who were destroyed in order to achieve those goals.  Great men are remembered for their achievements not for their selflessness.  
 
   He sat peering out his office window watching a mother duck and her ducklings waddle around the pond nearest his house.  His cell phone was still in his hand even though he’d ended his conversation with Denise Harvey some 30 minutes before.   
 
   She had informed him of Anders’ finding.  A storage warehouse in San Francisco was the recipient of some specialized tubing that was only used in the Grant Bio-Synthetics incubation process.  A representative from a company called Fabrication Utility Chimera Kozen Universal had purchased it from the supplier 24 months ago and then again 6 months later.  The same person picked up the parts both times from the warehouse.  This individual, a man, presented a F.U.C.K.U. company ID with the name John Smith.  The company and the name, of course, were both phonies.
 
   “How did he pay?” the Senator asked.
 
   “Electronic money order.  I checked.  It’s untraceable.”
 
   “So, you called me to inform me about a dead-end lead?”
 
   “No, sir,” Harvey said, “It wasn’t a dead-end at all.  Anders has cooled on it, but I decided to dig a little deeper.”
 
   “And you found something?”
 
   “I did.  It occurred to me that not just anyone could order that tubing.  There are very specific credentials needed to buy it.  For one thing, you have to be certified as a level 4 biotech specialist.  It takes quite a bit of testing and experience to reach that level.  Certification comes with a government issued biotech ID number.”
 
   “So whoever purchased it had to provide their ID number.”
 
   “Well, they can use their own ID number or if the company they work for has a group ID number they can simply use that, which is what happened in this case…”
 
   “But you said the company is phony.”
 
   “It is.  They used the Grant Bio-Synthetic group number.”
 
   The Senator processed the information.  “So, it was Dr. Green…”
 
   “Not likely,” Harvey said.  “The biotech certification program was instituted ten years after he was institutionalized.”
 
   “Are you saying that this John Smith somehow snuck in and infiltrated Grant…”
 
   “No, sir, I’m saying John Smith is an employee of Grant Bio-Synthetic.  That group number is under the ownership of the purchasing department.  It is purposely kept secret from all other employees. Our level 4 biotech specialists don’t even know the number. Given the security built around the number, it has to be somebody in the purchasing department or someone with authorization to examine purchasing department records.”
 
   “I see.  And what is it you’re doing to identify this John Smith?”
 
    “I’m checking the travel records of all employees with access to that information. I’m looking for both personal and business related trips to San Francisco that occurred 24 and 18 months ago.
 
   Satisfied that Harvey was on top of things, the Senator hung up the phone after issuing a slap on the back for a job well-done followed by a vague threat that she better not drop the ball.  
 
   The ducks entered the water, and his dark soul lit up.  He turned quickly and pressed the button on the intercom console on his desk.
 
   His personal chef’s voice crackled out of the small speaker.  “Yes, Senator?”
 
   “I’ve had a brilliant idea for dinner tonight, Michael.”
 
   “Or course, Senator. Whatever you wish.”
 
   “Duck.”
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   Thomas found Dr. Green in a small room at the end of a short corridor.  He was huddled over a tablet scanning through documents.  The aging scientist turned when he heard his son enter.  “Thomas, my boy…”
 
   “Give Cora a soul.”
 
   Dr. Green looked at Thomas with a look of bewilderment.  “A what?”
 
   “A soul.  You gave Duncan a soul.  Cora deserves one, too.”
 
   “A soul…?”  The scientist flashed a small smile when he figured out what Duncan was referring to.  “I’m afraid Duncan has mischaracterized the difference between himself and most other bio-synthetics.  What he calls a soul is simply free will.”
 
   “Free will?”
 
   “Yes, you see Grant Bio-Synthetic suppresses the free will gene in their units.  They aren’t as malleable if they can think for themselves.”
 
   Thomas returned the smile.  “Cora has free will. She told me she loved me.” 
 
   Dr. Green clasped his hands together and raised up on his toes.  “Oh, yes, yes, indeed.  That could be a sign that she has free will.  Oh my yes.”
 
   “Could be?”
 
   “Well, we should consider that it is simply a malfunction. A simple hiccup in the centers that create oxytocin and nerve growth factors.  In spite of all our advancements, imperfection still does exist.  Anomalies do happen.”
 
   Thomas shook his head.  “This isn’t an anomaly.  She thinks for herself.  She loves me.  I mean, for real.”
 
   Dr. Green placed his hand on Thomas’ shoulder.  “I truly hope she does, my boy.”
 
   Thomas hesitated and then asked the question that had to be asked.  “Did my mother love you?”
 
   Dr. Green sighed.  “I don’t know, Thomas.  I don’t know.”
 
   “Did she have free will?”
 
   He nodded.  “That she did.  Too much, perhaps.  I’ve never met a more headstrong person in my life. Stubborn.  I must admit I did cheat a bit when it came to your mother’s… soul.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   He leaned in and whispered, “I’m the only one that knows this, so don’t tell.  I created an auditory suggestion that unleashed her capacity to think for herself.  I simply had to speak a phrase over and over again, and she was released from her conditioning.”  He snickered.  “I fixed it so every unit Grant Bio-Synthetic created is susceptible to an auditory suggestion that gives them free will.  There are millions of phrases that are randomly assigned during the incubation process.  I hid it so deeply in their coding it’s undetectable.  Unfortunately, I’d have to have access to their incubation records in order to identify the phrase associated with the unit.”
 
   “Wait, so all I have to do is speak a certain phrase to Cora, and she’ll have free will.”
 
   “Yes, but I’m afraid the exact phrase is unknown to us without her incubation records.”
 
   Thomas frowned.  How was he going to get his hands on those records?
 
   “Why are you so unhappy?  I’m sure you’re right.  Your Cora already has free will.”
 
   Thomas forced a smile and nodded.  He wanted that to be true, but he didn’t know for sure.  He wanted to be certain she had free will.  He had to be certain.         
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   Dr. Grant had closed her eyes for just a few minutes when the door to her office burst open.  Anders entered in a huff.  
 
   “What the hell…?”
 
   “Someone hacked into my calendar.”
 
   She sat up straight.  “When?”
 
   “Not more than five minutes ago.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I set my system up to alert me whenever my data is accessed, even if it’s me accessing it.  Just an extra layer of security.”
 
   Dr. Grant stood.”Did you alert Denise?”
 
   “No need,” Denise Harvey said entering the room with two of her men.  “I accessed Mr. Anders’ calendar.”
 
   Anders didn’t conceal his outrage.  “What on Earth for?  You had no right…”
 
   “Respectfully, sir, you are the one who doesn’t have any rights.  As an employee of Grant Bio-Synthetic, everything used to carry out your duties is the property of the company, including your calendar.”
 
   “What’s going on, Denise?” Dr. Grant asked.
 
   “I’m following up on Mr. Anders earlier storage warehouse lead.”
 
   “They didn’t know anything,” Anders said.  “I questioned them myself.”
 
   “True,” the head of security said.  “They knew very little.  However, because of the purchasing requirements for the tubing involved, I was able to determine that the buyer had access to our acquisitions authorization group ID information.”
 
   Dr. Grant narrowed her gaze.  “Are you saying the person who bought the tubing worked for this company?”
 
   “Initially I thought so, yes,” Harvey said.  “But we found no evidence of any Grant Bio-synthetic employee being in San Francisco on the date the tubing was picked up from the warehouse.”
 
   “That’s why you accessed Craig’s calendar,” Dr. Grant said.
 
   “And yours,” Harvey said.
 
   “Mine?” the chairman of the board said sounding entirely outraged.
 
   “Better to remove all doubt than to leave any lingering questions,” Harvey said.
 
   Dr. Grant collected herself and said, “So we’re at square one…”
 
   “No, ma’am,” Harvey said.  “I checked the calendars of every Grant employee with authorization to the information needed to purchase the tubing, but I have been unable to check the whereabouts of the only other person with access to that information.”
 
   “What other person?” Anders asked.  “That doesn’t make sense.  Only Grant…”
 
   “That’s not true,” Dr. Grant said.  “There is one other person with access to those records… all of our records.  And technically, he’s not an employee.”
 
   “Who…?” Anders asked and then answered his own question when it came to him in a flash, “Franklin Waters.”
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   “This is Franklin,” Dr. Green said introducing the paunchy man to Thomas.
 
   Thomas smiled politely and nodded hello.  He leaned forward in the uncomfortable plastic chair, and peered over his shoulder.  Cora was still fast asleep three rooms down the hall, and he was starting to regret not waking her up.  They didn’t have a lot of time left, but she looked so peaceful he couldn’t bring himself to disturb her. 
 
   “Franklin is like you.”
 
   Thomas had no idea what he could possibly mean.
 
   “That is to say his mother was also a bio-synthetic.”
 
   “How do you do, Thomas?” Franklin Waters asked.
 
   “You father was… human?” Thomas asked.  
 
   “He was, and a dirty bastard to boot.”
 
   “Marcus wasn’t that bad,” Dr. Green said.  “He made some poor choices, but all in all, he was a good man.”
 
   “Yeah,” Franklin said, “he was a great guy.  He denied I existed and helped pass legislation that defined me as not being human.  Other than that, he was a real gem.”
 
   “Wait,” Thomas said.  “What legislation?”
 
   Franklin looked at him bemused.  “What legislation?  Where have you been?”
 
   Duncan interrupted from the back of the room.  “The kid’s not exactly up on politics or news or anything meaningful as far as I can tell.”
 
   “You see,” Franklin said, “that’s the problem today.  People don’t pay attention to what their government is doing and when you don’t pay attention they shut the door on your goddamn civil liberties…”
 
   “You can’t blame them,” Dr. Green said.  “No, no, no… there’s so much to be cynical about it’s hard to know when to pay attention…”
 
   “Bullshit…” Franklin started.
 
   “Hey!” Thomas shouted.  “What legislation?”
 
   Duncan smiled.  “Gentlemen, it appears the kid is ready to pay attention.”
 
   Franklin said, “When Grant, the fucker who started all this, proposed the bio-synthetic bill, the great thinkers of our time, note the sarcasm in my tone, got together and developed a plan to make it legal.  Biologically, bio-synthetics are created using the same basic building blocks used to create naturals.  The only difference is how they’re put together.  Naturals are built by ‘God’ – Whatever that is – and bio-synthetics are created by man.  Here’s the rub.  Bio-synthetics are better than naturals.  You know why?  Because randomness is taken out of the equation.  Every function and feature is designed using the perfect chemical mixture and genetic programming. Congress wasn’t about to allow man to create a better human than God, so they came up with a way to make bio-synthetics inferior… temporary.  A temporary humanoid created by man has as many rights as a tsetse fly.”
 
   Thomas shook his head.  “It doesn’t make sense. Why would Congress allow Grant to produce bio-synthetics in the first place if they objected to them?”
 
   “Two reasons,” Franklin said. 
 
   Thomas groaned.  “It’s always two reasons,” he said remembering the girl handing out flyers on the street.
 
   “What?” Franklin asked.
 
   “Nothing… it’s just that I have a feeling I’ve heard this before.”
 
    “Any way, reason number one: Money.  Grant didn’t sell them on the bio-synthetic technology.  He sold them on the potential windfall the technology would generate.  His company was privately owned but, being the evil and ever-so-shrewd businessman that he was, he’d gifted stock in the company to congressional family members months before he took his case to Congress.  His lobbyist then made very convincing arguments to the lawmakers that those shares would exceed 100 times their value in less than 10 years at which time he would take the company public, and the value of the stock would vault so high that it was virtually incalculable.  Even the most morally outraged members of Congress suddenly became supporters of the technology and the staunch believers in the mental health benefits it would provide.”
 
   “And the second reason?”
 
   “What goes with money? Sex.  As some additional assurance, Grant literally seduced the congressional leadership with prototype bio-synthetics.  Poor assholes didn’t have a chance against all those pheromones and souped up hormones.  Add to that the perfect bodies and finely tuned seductive moves, and you’ve got a lot of married elected officials and public figures caught in very compromising positions.  And compromise they did, including my old man, Senator Marcus Raymond.  A religious man, who campaigned on family values and the power of God in his life, and propped his wife and kids up on stage with him like political accessories  on every campaign stop he ever made.  The problem is, after Grant came along, dear old dad was busy… screwing my mother after those stops.  Once good old pop discovered mom was pregnant, Grant had pop where he wanted him.  Grant reached the same agreement with my father as he did with the dozens of other powerbrokers in his position.  The bio-synthetic unit and pregnancy would be… decommissioned.”
 
   “Obviously he violated the agreement,” Thomas said. “You wouldn’t be here otherwise.”
 
   “He violated half of the agreement.  My mother was destroyed after I was born.  I was kept alive in order to keep my father in line throughout his political career. Like you, I was placed in foster care. But, unlike you, I was monitored by Grant Bio-Synthetic.  Once my father died, I was supposed to meet the same fate as my mother, but fortunately my foster parents moved me underground before the decommission team could find me. I lived my life in the shadows, learning what I was and devising a plan to find a way to bring Grant down.”   
 
   “So, that’s what this is about?  Bringing Grant down?”
 
   “More or less,” Duncan said.
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means Grant Bio-Synthetic is about to bring itself down.”
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   “Do you know how to start a war?” Senator Trelow asked his son.
 
   The rising political star examined his father’s face as he sat next to him in the luxury air shuttle.  They were on their way to a fundraiser in Manhattan, the senior Trelow’s old stomping grounds. Up until that moment their conversation had been light and free from talk of political strategy.
 
   “Why would I need to know something like that, Senator?”
 
   “Because, my boy, you are seeking the office of the most powerful leader in the world. It is your business to know.”
 
   “Start a war?  Shouldn’t I be more concerned with winning a war, or better yet, preventing war?”
 
   “War is inevitable,” the candidate’s father said.  “Some may even argue that war is necessary.”
 
   “Necessary?  Have you been drinking?”
 
   “Yes, but I’m sober, unfortunately.”
 
   “I doubt it…”
 
   “Listen to me goddamnit!”
 
   The Senator’s son was taken aback by his father’s tone.  He was not a man known for angry outbursts.  He was cruel, yes, but he rarely displayed a temper.  He was much too in control for something like that.
 
   “The benefits of war far outweigh the casualties.”
 
   “I’m worried about you…”
 
   “Shut up and listen.”
 
   The younger Trelow fought the urge to bark back at his father.  The old man had gone mad.  It was obvious, but you just don’t refuse or quibble with the legendary Senator.
 
   “Now beyond the technological advances that wars bring, wars dominate the focus of the country.  Wars make it easy to govern the people.  Money flows up during times of war.”
 
   “Up?”
 
   “History has proven that the upper class is a better arbiter of the economy than the lower class.  War puts the economy in the hands of those who know better how to manage it.”
 
   “In case you’ve missed it, Senator, I’m a populace candidate.  I’ve promised to send the money down…”
 
   “And I’m not opposed to you making that promise.  I’m simply opposed to you keeping that promise, son.  No one will be better off if you do.”
 
   “I can’t believe what you’re saying.  My whole life you’ve fought for the less fortunate.”
 
   “I have, and I’m proud of it, but I haven’t fought for them to have more.  I’ve fought for them to need less.”
 
   The candidate furrowed his brow.  “Tell me you’re joking.”
 
   “I’m not known for my jokes, son, and I can assure you I’m deadly serious when it comes to the topic at hand.”
 
   “Screwing the lower class…”
 
   “No, war.  You never answered my question.  Do you know how to start a war?”
 
   Exasperated the Senator’s son said, “No, father, how do you start a war?”
 
   “You maneuver the other side into taking the first shot.”
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   “How is Grant Bio-Syn going to bring itself down?” Thomas asked no one in particular.
 
   Duncan and Franklin shared a look and then glanced over at Dr. Green.  He was lost in thought.
 
   Franklin cleared his throat and said, “Just by being Grant Bio-Syn.”
 
   “Meaning?”
 
   Franklin crossed his arms and smiled. “We’re simply going to exploit their biggest weakness, a never ending, intensely focused, completely evil pursuit of the almighty profit.”
 
   “Remember, kid,” Duncan said, “the fire that destroyed Rome was started by Romans.” 
 
   “Okay,” Thomas said, “so how do we get them to start the fire?”
 
   “We create defects in their product,” Franklin answered.
 
   “Not physical.” Duncan tapped his temple with his index finger.  “We make it so they create whack jobs.”
 
   “The conditioning process is the key,” Franklin said.  “Doc’s made it so that once their personalities have been installed, and they’ve been paused three times with a clicker, a trigger’s pulled in their brains that slowly turns them into lunatics, the dangerous kind.”
 
   “Dangerous?” Thomas said.  “But people will get hurt.”
 
   Franklin smirked.  “Collateral damage is the only way to get the public’s attention and demand change.”
 
   “Besides most of the casualties will be assholes who’ve willingly participated in the sex slave industry,” Duncan said.  “You’ll pardon me if I don’t boohoo for them.”
 
   Thomas’ head began to hurt. It was all too much for him. Two and half days ago, he was interviewing for a job with kick-ass benefits and a decent salary.  Now, he was discussing revolution with two men he barely knew.  
 
   “I know it’s a tough pill to swallow, kid,” Duncan said.  “But this has been going on too long.  We’ve got to put an end to Grant Bio-Syn.”
 
   “But you’ll be ending – I mean you’re  a synthetic,” Thomas said.  “If you pull this off, they won’t make anymore.”
 
   “Good,” Franklin said. 
 
   “Good?” Thomas was confused by the near glee in his tone.
 
   “As long as they are made by man, man will claim dominion over them,” Franklin said.  “What they’re designed to do now just scratches the surfaces of what they can be made for.  Think of wars fought with throwaway soldiers – medical experiments – drug testing – the depths of the naturals’ depravity and cruelty is boundless.  The only way to save future generations of synthetics is to prevent them from ever hitting the manufacturing line.”
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   Dr. Grant listened to her team discuss their next move.  Other than a few nods of agreement and looks of concern, she barely participated in the conversation.  When it was decided what needed to be done, everyone started to clear her office, and she finally cleared her throat and spoke.  “Denise, I’d like to speak with you.”
 
   The security chief nodded and stood at attention across the desk from the chairman.
 
   With the last of the others out of the room, Dr. Grant said in a steady voice, “Who authorized you to open my calendar?”
 
   “You did, ma’am.  I mean, that is my job…”
 
   “Do I strike you as stupid, Denise?”
 
   “No…”
 
   “Then you must think I have a lot of free time to wade through your bullshit.”
 
   Harvey didn’t respond.
 
   “Very well.  You obviously are unwilling to give up any information, so I am just going to assume you are working for our good friend Senator Trelow.”
 
   “That would be an erroneous assumption, Dr. Grant.”  Harvey remained stone-faced.
 
   Dr. Grant studied her face.  “You lie very convincingly…”
 
   Harvey smiled.  “You have no idea.”
 
   Furious, Dr. Grant said.  “Just what does that mean?
 
   “I suppose it’s time I tell you the truth.”  Harvey looked at her watch.  “After all, we are approaching the 72-hour mark.”
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   “It’s a virus. A real virus,” Franklin said. “Not phony like virus seventy-three.”  
 
   Duncan said.  “The trick is to have it make its way into the Grant Bio- Syn’s manufacturing process.”
 
   “Okay, how do we do that?”  Thomas asked.
 
   “We?’ Duncan smiled.  “You a part of this now?”
 
   “I guess I am,” Thomas said after some hesitation.
 
   “You’re coming to the party a little late, but I guess better late than never,” Duncan said.
 
   “So, how do we get the virus into Grant Bio-Syn’s manufacturing process?”
 
   “A Trojan horse,” Franklin said.
 
   “Right, we fuck them by using their own corporate greed against them.”
 
   Franklin smiled.  “It couldn’t be a more fitting way to bring them down.”
 
   “You see, Franklin here has been their friendly liaison with the FDA for a couple of years now.  He’s done a pretty good job of working his way into the inner circle and convincing them that he’s the kind of guy who will look the other way when they violate a federal regulation here and there in order to save a few bucks.”
 
   “To be fair,” Franklin said, “it didn’t take a lot of convincing.  The guy before me set the precedent of taking the occasional bribe to leave a few irregularities off the books.”
 
   Duncan continued. “Chief among those irregularities is recycling synthetic material from bio-syns before they’re decommissioned.  It’s a big no-no according to FDA regulations because they want to eliminate any chance of contamination that would pose a health risk to the general population.  All bio-syns must be manufactured from scratch, but that adds time to the manufacturing process that costs the company money in the end.”
 
   Thomas smiled.  “I think I understand.  You’re going to send a bio-syn back that contains the virus.”
 
   “Bingo,” Duncan said.
 
   “But one won’t do the trick,” Franklin said.  “We need to get a couple of dozen into the facility in order for it to be effective.”
 
   “Doc’s cranked about 50 various models in the last month or so.  It should do the trick.”
 
   Thomas furrowed his brow.  “How do you plan on getting 50 bio-syns into their facility?”
 
   Duncan grinned.  “Well, we were kind of hoping they’d come pick them up.”
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   Denise Harvey left Dr. Grant alone to stew in her new reality.  The chairman of the board sat at her desk feeling her world spinning faster and faster. She tried to stop it by denying what Harvey had told her.  It couldn’t be true.  It wasn’t true.  
 
   The door to her office opened and a man stepped in.  An older gentleman, casually dressed. He spoke in a high-pitched squeaky tone.  “She’s struggling with denial.”
 
   Two young people followed him into Dr. Grant’s office, a man and a woman.
 
   “Who are you?” Dr. Grant asked.  “How did you get in my office?”
 
   “Fascinating,” the man said.  “She’s been told the truth.  Given irrefutable proof, yet she still refers to this as her office.”
 
   The young woman tapped away on her tablet.  “Her brainwave activity is astonishing.  She’s teetering back and forth dramatically between Beta and Delta states.”
 
   “Indeed,” the older man said.  “Her brain is trying to protect her from the information she’s been given.  It’s an attempt to detach herself from reality.”
 
   Dr. Grant stood.  “I asked you a question.”
 
   The older man stepped forward.  “I’m Dr. Leo Getman, and these are my associates, Rachel Rice and Samuel Hammond. We’re here to observe.”
 
   “Observe?”
 
   “I know it may seem terribly rude to you, but the kind of information you’ve learned gives us a unique opportunity to study the psychological and physical effects of such news.  It’s comparable to one learning of their impending death, after all.”
 
   “Death?”  Dr. Grant fell to her chair.
 
   “Heart rate is slightly elevated,” Samuel Hammond said.  
 
   “That’s to be expected,” Dr. Getman said.  
 
   “I wonder if she would tell us what she’s thinking,” Rachel Rice said.
 
   Dr. Getman leaned forward and studied Dr. Grant’s face.  “It wouldn’t hurt to ask.”  He snapped his fingers to get the chairman’s attention.  “Excuse me, dear, but can you address Rachel’s query.  What are your thoughts?”
 
   Dr. Grant looked at him blankly.  “Thoughts?”
 
   “Yes,” Rachel Rice asked stepping forward.  “The myth is that one’s entire life flashes before their eyes.  Are you experiencing anything like that at all?”
 
   “I don’t know how she could,” Samuel Hammonds said.  “She didn’t really have a life.”
 
   Dr. Getman cocked an eyebrow.  “Technically, I suppose that is true, but the conditioning is remarkably effective.  They’ve been implanted with a self-perpetuating neurological programming.  A remarkable thing actually.  They’re given certain protocols about their life and family history, and with the help of a logic algorithm, their brains invent the details.  It’s quite real to them.”
 
   “Them?” Dr. Grant said.
 
   “Synthetics,” Dr. Leo Getman said.  “Like you.”   
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   “One question,” Thomas said.  “Once we get your group of bio-syns inside and they take the contaminated samples, how do we get them out?”
 
   “Out?” Duncan said. 
 
   Franklin Waters sighed and shook his head.
 
   “There’s no getting them out, kid.”
 
   Thomas’ gaze shifted from Duncan to Franklin.  “But they’ll be killed.”
 
   Neither Duncan or Franklin bothered to respond.
 
   Thomas’ face became flush with rage.  “You’re no different than them – Than Grant Bio-Syn.  You’re using the synthetics for your own selfish purposes…”
 
   “Whoa,” Duncan said.  “We’re nothing like them.”
 
   “You’re exactly like them.  You’re sending those synthetics in there without their knowledge.  They don’t have a choice in the matter…”
 
   “That’s where you’re wrong, Thomas,” Dr. Green finally said.
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “They do have a choice, my boy.  We wouldn’t be doing this otherwise.”
 
   Thomas approached him in disbelief.  “You gave them all free will.”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “And they volunteered for this insanity – this suicide mission.”
 
   “In times like these, Thomas, one must decide if they act for the good of one or the good of the many.”
 
   Thomas stepped back with his mouth wide open.  His mind flashed back to the air shuttle.  “The woman – The one with the glasses on the shuttle…”
 
   “Charlotte,” Dr. Green smiled.  “She followed Duncan not long after we made it to this facility.”
 
   “A good woman,” Duncan said.  “But a better soldier.”
 
   “You’ve been following me for weeks.”
 
   Franklin smiled.  “I’m the one who altered your test.”
 
   Thomas’ head started to throb with pain.  “Test?  You mean I didn’t have a high score.”
 
   “Shit no,” Franklin laughed.  “You did piss poor.  One of the worst scores I’ve seen actually.  You should be happy though.  All the test really measures is how big of a sociopath you are because it takes a real sick son-of-a-bitch to be a decommission agent.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   Dr. Green rested his hand on Thomas’ shoulder and looked at him lovingly.  “We needed one last piece of the puzzle, and you brought it to us.”
 
   Thomas shook his head.  He had never felt so betrayed.  “What piece?”
 
   “Panic,” Duncan said.
 
   “Panic?”
 
   “You’re half-bio- syn,” Duncan said.  “You walked into their facility and walked out with one of their units.  As soon as they found out, and we made sure they did, they went ape shit and started scrambling for answers.  We added a little extra chaos in the mix by getting a few politicians and the like very, very nervous that their whole sordid histories were about to be uncovered.”
 
   Thomas looked at Dr. Green.  “You knew who I was all along.”
 
   Dr. Green nodded.  “My boy, I’ve had Duncan keeping tabs on your for a number of months.”
 
   Thomas fumed.  “That whole ‘fate’ speech was bullshit?”
 
   Dr. Green looked confused.  “Fate?”  He stared at the floor and nervously shifted his weight from left to right over and over again.  “I’ve no idea what to make of that.  I did say something about fate.  I remember that.  Why do I remember that? It’s not true.”
 
   Duncan placed his hand on Dr. Green’s shoulder.  “Don’t worry about it, doc.”
 
   “But the boy is right, Duncan.  I appear to have lied.  Why would I do that?  Why?”
 
   “Sometimes you remember things differently.  That’s all it is, doc.  Don’t be too hard on yourself.”  Duncan led Dr. Green to the door.  “Run along and get some rest.  I can hold down the fort for awhile.”
 
   Dr.  Green hesitated.  He turned to Thomas, smiled and then left the room.
 
   When he was out of sight, Duncan sighed deeply.  “They did a number on his head in that hospital.”
 
   “He lied, Duncan, and you went along with it.  This had nothing to do with fate…”
 
   “Kid, that man loves you.  He’s too brainy to come out and say it, but he does.  He wants to believe that fate brought you into his life because in his mind that means something, it means everything if something bigger, something more, something “other” is at play here.  He doesn’t always think straight, and sometimes he can convince himself something’s true when it’s not.  He thought fate brought you into his life, and I didn’t have the heart to tell him fate had nothing to do with it.”
 
   Thomas felt his anger slowly subside until he almost felt sorry for Dr. Albert Green.      
 
   “And you should know, kid, the doc never wanted to get you involved in this, but I convinced him we needed you.  We had to shake things up in a big way.  This only works if Grant Bio-Syn makes the first move.  That’s how you win a war.  You get the other side to fire the first shot.”
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   Denise Harvey was dressed in her black combat fatigues.  She stood in the back of the dilapidated building directing her heavily armed security team to hold their positions while she discussed details with her informant.   
 
   The man with more chins than years left on his life expectancy chomped on his cheap cigar and counted the cash Harvey had handed him.
 
   “What kind of firepower are we facing?” Harvey asked him.
 
   The fat man shook his head.  “None to speak of.  Duncan’s got a pistol, but it’s nothing more than a peashooter.”
 
   Harvey was disappointed to learn there wouldn’t be a major shootout.  “How about manpower?  How many in their group?”
 
   Scratching one of his chins, the informant said, “I wouldn’t exactly call it manpower, but I’d say they’ve got 60 or 70 folks down there.”
 
   She smiled sensing the promise of a conflict resurfacing.
 
   “Mostly synthetics though.”
 
   “Synthetics?”
 
   He nodded.  
 
   She was surprised to learn there were that many.  Turning to a member of her security team, she said, “Call in for another wagon.  We’ve got more cargo than I expected to move.”
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   Thomas entered the room and was disturbed to find a nude Cora sitting on the edge of the cot crying.  He quickly sat beside her and wrapped his arm around her shoulder. 
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   She didn’t answer immediately.  Instead, she leaned her head against him and allowed herself to cry even harder.  When she got her emotions under control, she said, “I’ m not – this.  I’m not a teacher. I don’t live in the city.  I know that.”
 
   He hesitated.  “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I’ve fooled myself.  I knew it all along.  I did it because I thought it would help.  They told me it would help.  I just wanted to feel better.  I was tired of being sad.”
 
   “Sad?  Why were you sad?”
 
   She ignored his question.  “I didn’t expect this.  I love you, Thomas.  I don’t think I’m supposed to, but I do.  I’m just so confused.”
 
   He held her tighter.  “I didn’t expect this either.”
 
   She pushed away from him.  “You have to go.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Get out of here.  Run.  Don’t let them find you.”
 
   “Who?”  He reached out for her, but she slapped his hand away.
 
   “I don’t have time to explain.  They’ll be here any second.  Just go.  Run.  Forget about me.  Forget about this place.  Just don’t let them find you…”
 
   “Well, well, well,” Duncan said from the doorway.  “Looks like somebody’s become a little self-aware.”
 
   Cora turned to him.  “This isn’t right, Duncan.  I’m starting to see things clearer.  Whatever they did to me is wearing off.  I should never have been a part of this…”
 
   Hey, hey, hey.” Duncan gave her a reassuring smile.  “This is normal.  We’re getting close to the end of the 72 hours.”
 
   Thomas quickly pulled the sheet from the bed and draped it over Cora.  “Why is she starting to figure everything out?”
 
   Duncan scratched his jaw line and searched for a good answer.  “It’s just shitty conditioning I guess.  It happens.  Sometimes it just doesn’t hold.”
 
   “No, no,” Cora said in a panic.  “I won’t do this!  I can’t.  It’s not fair.  They didn’t tell me it would be like this.  They didn’t tell me…”  She fell to the floor and doubled over in a crying fit.
 
   Duncan kneeled down in front of her.  “Take it easy.  We’re almost there.  Just breathe.”
 
   Thomas kneeled next to her.  “We have to do something.”
 
   “Go get doc!” Duncan said.  “We need to put her under and let him work his magic.”
 
   “No!” Cora yelled.
 
   Thomas hesitated.
 
   “Go, kid!  She could go into shock or worse!”
 
   Thomas quickly stood and bolted out the door.
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   Senator Trelow did not participate in the orgy.  He sat on a chair and just soaked in the activity.  The tangled mass of bodies had been writhing and humping and grinding for nearly an hour, and he felt the same odd mixture of exhilaration and exhaustion as those engaged in the decadent sexual acts must have felt.  
 
   He so enjoyed watching people having sex.  It was life-affirming, almost magically so.
 
   He looked at his watch and frowned at the realization that it was all about to come to an end.
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   Dr. Green stood over Cora taking her pulse.  He mumbled to himself, leaned in and lifted her eyelid to examine her pupil.  
 
   Thomas stood at the end of the cot.  “What did you give her?”
 
   “A sedative.  A fairly large dose, I’m afraid.  She was on the verge of a major incident. She’ll be a tad confused for quite some time when she wakes.”
 
   “I don’t understand what happened.  How did she start realizing what she really was?”
 
   Dr. Green shook his head.  “It’s perplexing.  It is.  It is. It is.”
 
   “I told you it was shitty conditioning,” Duncan said.
 
   Dr. Green considered Duncan’s statement.  “Oh no.  I don’t think so.  It’s a strictly regimented process.  I just don’t think that could be it.”
 
   “But I thought you’ve seen this before,” Thomas said to Duncan.
 
   “I have.  Not this bad, but I’ve seen it.”
 
   “I’ve never come across it.  No, indeed, I can’t say that I have – Something must have disrupted the programming.”
 
   “Maybe it’s that drift thing,” Thomas said.
 
   “Not likely,” Dr. Green said.  He crossed his arms.  “I suppose you may have stumbled upon her free will trigger.  It’s a one in a million chance, but I just can’t think of – Did you say something to her?”
 
   “Say something?”
 
   “Yes, yes, something – A phrase, not common, not terribly anyway, but known.”
 
   Thomas shook his head.  “No.  We just talked.  We were getting to know each other.  It was just normal conversation.”
 
   “Not a saying or quote that you just repeated innocuously?”
 
   “A quote?” Thomas quickly retrieved his wallet from his back pocket and pulled out the slip of paper.   “Fate will find a way,” he said excitedly.  “I said it in the restaurant.  We were talking about…”
 
   “Your mother,” Dr. Green said.
 
   “Yes, yes.  My mother gave me this quote on the day she disappeared.”
 
   Dr. Green fell to one knee and it seemed as if he was about to slip into shock.
 
   Duncan hurried to him.  “What’s wrong, doc?”
 
   Dr. Green seemed lost for a brief moment before he became mindful of his surroundings.  “It was your mother’s trigger.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Duncan almost laughed.  “That’s not possible, doc.  Do you know the odds – I mean that your son would be matched with a synthetic that has the same free will trigger as his mother.  That just can’t happen.”
 
   “I can think of no other explanation for Cora’s behavior.”
 
   “But it didn’t work.  Not when I said it in the restaurant.”
 
   “The effect is slow,” Dr. Green said.  “It’s for their own good.  If they are exposed to the phrase over and over again, it can speed up the process.   It would wipe their memory clean in the process though.  I wouldn’t recommend it.  It’s really very messy.  One can never tell how they’ll deal with their new found freedom.”
 
   Thomas knelt down beside Cora.  “But if I say it to her over and over again, she’ll be able to think for herself?”
 
   “She will,” Dr Green said with a grin.  “But, my boy, you will be a stranger to her.  She will be starting with a clean slate.  That is the only way to accommodate rapid self awareness.  It is a quirk of the synthetic’s neurological structure.”
 
   Thomas shook his head.  “I don’t care.”
 
   “How can you not care…”
 
   “Because I love her!” Thomas barked.  “I’d rather her think for herself than remember me.”
 
   Dr. Green placed his hand on top of Thomas’ hand which was resting on Cora’s arm.  “The trigger has been pulled, son.  She will have free will in time…”
 
   “But it was torture for her. I won’t let her go through that.  You think the slow realization of who they aren’t and what they are is better for them, but it’s not.  It’s like slowly watching yourself die.  I saw it in her eyes. She was terrified.”
 
   Dr. Green patted his hand.  “Well, nothing can be done about it now.  She’ll be out for a while…”
 
   A loud crashing noise came from the lobby at the end of the corridor outside the room.  Duncan looked down the hallway and then hurried back in the room.  He grabbed Dr. Green by the arm.  “We got company, doc.”
 
   Dr. Green stood with Duncan’s help and allowed himself to be guided to the doorway.  
 
   “What’s going on?” Thomas said following after them.  
 
   A few rounds of gun fire blasted throughout the underground complex.
 
   “Grant Bio-Syn took the bait,” Duncan said.
 
   “They’re here?”
 
   “Oh my,” Dr. Green said.  “They’re ahead of schedule.”
 
   “Where are you going?” Thomas said.
 
   “I’ve gotta get the doc out of here,” Duncan said as he pulled a pistol out of a holster clipped to the back of his belt.  
 
   “Wait,” Thomas said.
 
   “Wait?” Duncan said.  “For what?”
 
   “You can’t just leave Cora and me here…”
 
   “No one’s stopping you from joining us, kid.”
 
   They were near the end of the hallway.  “But I have to get Cora…”
 
   Two members of Grant Bio-Syn’s security team appeared at the other end of the hall.  Duncan fired in their direction, and they ducked back out of sight.
 
   “No time.”  Duncan pulled Dr. Green into a utility closet.  “Doc and I are headed down into the sewer system.  I suggest you come along.”
 
   Thomas stood in the hallway.  The sounds of people shouting and the occasional gunshot could be heard from the opposite end of the facility.  The door to the utility closet slowly started to close.  He watched as Duncan used a slender piece of pipe to pry the manhole cover to the sewer system below loose.  The door clicked shut.
 
   He quickly ran back to Cora’s room.  A member of Grant Bio-Syn’s security team entered the hallway just as he slipped past the doorway.  He knew he was out of time.   Pushing the door shut, he searched for something to block it, but the room consisted of a cot and a coat rack.  He moved away from the door with his fists clenched.  He had nothing else to defend Cora with.  He was going to lose, but he was going to make it as painful for he could on whoever walked through that door.  
 
   He heard the footsteps approaching.  People where yelling back and forth to each other.  They were searching rooms.  Looking for any signs of life.  Someone stopped outside his door.  He watched in fury as the door knob turned and the door was slowly pushed open.  Cocking his fist, he readied himself to fight until he drew his last breath.
 
   A woman dressed in black combat fatigues stood in the open doorway.  “Mr. Miller, I presume.”
 
   Thomas relaxed ever so slightly.  “You know me.”
 
   The woman laughed.  “Let’s just say you are a star in some circles.”  She stepped inside the room. “My name is Denise Harvey.  I’m head of security of…
 
   “I don’t care who you are. I won’t let you take her,” Thomas said.
 
   Harvey looked past Thomas and examined Cora on the cot.  “They told me you would behave in one of two ways at this point, Mr. Miller.  You would either cower before me like a spineless twit or you would tower above me like a gallant hero.”  She pulled out a handgun.
 
   “What do you mean they told you?”
 
   “They.  Them.  The powers that be.”  She stepped to her right with the gun trained on Thomas.  “They’ve been kind enough to allow me to decide what becomes of you.  I can either shoot you now, or I can send you back with the synthetics to Grant Bio-Syn and have you decommissioned like all the others.”
 
   “Those aren’t your only two options,” Thomas said. 
 
   “No?”
 
   “You could let us go.”
 
   A smile quickly spread across her face.  “I suppose that is true.”
 
   Thomas felt a slight twinge of hope in his gut.
 
   “But I think it is more fitting for the decommission agent to be decommissioned.”
 
   “I never got the job.”
 
   She shrugged.  “Details. Details.”  Her finger flexed on the trigger of the gun.  “Don’t worry.  This is just a tranquilizer gun.”  With that, she pulled the trigger and watched Thomas stagger back and then collapse backwards on top of Cora.
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   Arthur Trelow, III stepped up to the podium and felt a wave of nausea travel up his esophagus.  He cupped his hand over his mouth and swallowed it.  A room full of reporters stared back at him as he nervously scanned their faces.  They were utterly confused by his demeanor.  The man had been described by many of them as cool and collected throughout most of his political career.  He now looked like a virgin on his first date.
 
   The lights burned brightly and sweat formed on his brow.  He looked down at his hands and saw them as the hands of a stranger.  They belonged to a man he did not know.  They belonged to a man who many wouldn’t see as a man.  
 
   A woman on the side of the stage cleared her throat, and he turned to her.  She pointed to her wrist to signify that he was wasting time.  He needed to say something. The silence was becoming more than awkward.  It was becoming alarming.
 
   He nodded and looked at the teleprompter and then peered down at the note his father had handed him just before the presidential candidate stepped out on stage. He watched as the first words scrolled up the screen.  He read them without speaking and then said, “I have something to say…” He cleared his throat.  “I’m supposed to discuss my economic plan with you today.  It’s a good plan – a great plan, in fact.  I’m very proud of it and the people who helped me put it together – although, let’s be honest, they did more than help me put it together.  They created it with very little input from me.  They share my general basic philosophy, so they developed a plan that I support.
 
   “That’s the way politics works.  Politicians like me stand at podiums like this every day and take credit for things they don’t do.  Either because we don’t have the time or the brains.”
 
   Everyone in the room, but the man who delivered the line laughed nervously.  They didn’t know what to make of the unprecedented honesty from a candidate for President of the United States.
 
   “We are in the business of pretending to be something other than what we really are – no, that’s not entirely accurate.  We are in the business of pretending to be more than what we really are.”
 
   He turned to his father near the back of the room and smiled.
 
   “My father, Senator Arthur Trelow, II taught me everything I know.  Or at least, I thought he did.”
 
   The elder Trelow smiled.  He knew what was coming yet he felt a real sense of surprise flowing through his veins.
 
   “He sees this business as a game, a sport.  There are winners and losers just like any other sport.  How you win isn’t important to him.  Winning is all that matters.  Isn’t that right, dad?”
 
   Uncharacteristically, his father had nothing to say.   He simply nodded. 
 
   “I’ve lived my life according to the information my father imparted to me over the years.  It molded me into the candidate you see standing before you now.”  He laughed.  “Those years seems so real… I can’t stop thinking of them as real…”
 
   He cleared his throat.   “But, it’s what my father didn’t teach me that will dictate the way I live out the rest of my days on this planet.”
 
   He paused and fought back the fear that was gnawing at him, telling him to shut up, pleading with him to keep up the charade.  
 
   “I am not who you think I am…” He held up a finger to correct himself.  “Excuse me, I am not what you think I am.”
 
   Arthur Trelow II felt sad that it was coming to end.  It had been such a revitalizing 72 hours.    
 
   The roomful of reporters turned to the retired senator with perplexed stares.
 
   “Looking out upon your faces, I’m not sure you all are who you think you are either.  Legally, I can’t run for public office.  I can’t work.  I can’t drive.  I can’t live longer than three days.  Technically, I was never even born.  I was made in the laboratories at Grant Bio-Synthetic Industries.”
 
   Gasps circulated throughout the room.
 
   Arthur Trelow II gave the bio-syn that had been cast as his son a quick nod of the head and then exited the phony press conference.  It was the final act in his part of the group session.  He didn’t know why or how it all worked.  He just knew it worked.  He felt better than he had ever felt in his life.  
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   Thomas’ eyes fluttered open, and he took a second to gather his wits.  A large blurry white sphere hung above him.  When his focus returned, he realized it was a brightly burning halogen light.  
 
   He sat up and took in his surroundings.  The room looked more like a wide hallway than a room.  He sat on a gurney with a gurney on either side of him, both had identical bio-syns on them, lying with their eyes closed, but breathing normally.
 
   Another minute passed before he was able to move.  As the fog continued to clear, he realized he could feel the cool metal of the table on his bare ass.  Leaning forward, he carefully placed his feet on the whistle clean linoleum floor and flexed his toes.
 
   Looking up and down the room, he started to put the pieces together.  He was in a room filled with male bio-syns lying on gurneys.  They were lined up like they were about to be pushed onto an assembly line.  
 
   He heard a pop and then a trap door in the ceiling above his gurney open up.  In fact, above all the gurney’s opened.  A half dozen robotic arms equipped with various instruments descended and hovered over each body.  
 
   A monotone voice blasted out of hidden speakers in the ceiling.  “Post assignment sample extraction 5-5-9-zebra-tango-5-charlie.  Login verification requested… Decommission Agent Beta-Beta-Alpha-3-3-3 login confirmed… Verifying unit inventory.”
 
   Thomas watched as one by one the white halogen lights turned green above every gurney but his.  His light turned yellow.
 
   “Inventory verification error.”
 
   The lights flashed back to bright white.
 
   “Commencing redundant unit inventory verification.” 
 
   Again the lights started to turn green over the gurneys.  Thomas watched as they changed hues one by one, verifying that a bio-syn unit was indeed lying on the gurney.  He would be discovered as soon as his light turned yellow again.  He quickly hopped on the gurney and lay still.  The lights continued to change and he held his breath, hoping that his would turn green, too.  The light to his left changed.  He stiffened.  His light turned a matching green.  
 
   He sighed.
 
   A minute passed before the monotone voice blared through the speakers again.  “Unit inventory verified.  Sample extraction observation team access granted.”
 
   Thomas heard the door open at the far end of the long room. It was followed by the voices of two people having a conversation.  He lifted his head slowly and saw two men in HAZMAT suits.
 
   “This is bullshit,” one said.
 
   “I don’t know why you’re complaining.  We’re getting double time for this.”
 
   “It’s not fucking enough.”
 
   “Says you.”
 
   Thomas watched as they stood on either side of the first gurney on the left.  
 
   “Fuck yeah, says me.”
 
   “I don’t enjoy this, you know.  I really don’t.   It’s bad enough being outside the room for this.  Being in here is like having a front row seat to hell.”
 
   The other man laughed.  “Fucking drama queen.”
 
   “And you’re a fucking psycho.”
 
   “I’m just here collecting a paycheck, bro.  Besides the brass says it’s a temporary measure.  Had some security breaches or some shit like that.  Something wrong with the logs, I think.  We’re going have to do onsite decommissions until they get it figured out.  And trust me, my friend, they ain’t happy about paying us double-fucking-time.  They’ll get it figured out ASAP.  You can count on that.”
 
   “Whatever.  Let’s just do this.”
 
   “On it.”  He cleared his throat and said.  “Post assignment sample extraction 5-5-9-zebra-tango-5-charlie.”
 
   The monotone voice replied.  “Post assignment sample extraction 5-5-9-zebra-tango-5-charlie is in the queue awaiting instructions from extraction observation team.”
 
   “Go for extraction on unit 0-0-0-1 per Decommission Agent Beta-Beta-Alpha-3-3-3. “
 
   “Decommission Agent Beta-Beta-Alpha-3-3, please verify login.”
 
   “Affirmative login is ‘it’s payday, bitch!”
 
   The two men in HAZMAT suits snickered and  then the monotone voice said, “It’s payday, bitch.  Login confirmed.  Extraction a go on unit 0-0-0-1.”
 
   The turning of gears and hum of movement from the robotic arms was the next thing Thomas heard.  He lifted his head a little higher, still moving slowly in order to avoid detection. He watched as a robotic arm equipped with a long thick needle slowly sank down towards the abdomen of the bio-syn.  When it pierced the skin of the unit, the unit screeched in pain.
 
   “Oh, shit,” the psycho yelled.  “We’ve got a screamer!”
 
   The unit continued to scream.
 
   “What is wrong with you?” the other decommission agent said. “Computer anesthetize unit 0-0-0-1.”
 
   A moment passed before the computer replied.  “Negative.  Anesthesia mode disabled for current sample extraction session.”
 
   “What the hell?” 
 
   “Oh well,” the psycho said with a chuckle.
 
   “Fuck that,” the other decommission agent said.  “Computer override current anesthesia mode setting and enable.”
 
   Another moment passed before the computer voice said, “Negative.  Authorization denied.”
 
   The unit continued to scream, but did not move.  
 
   “That doesn’t make sense.”
 
   The psycho groaned.  “We’re never going to get out of here.  We’ve got 120 of these things to decommission tonight.”
 
   “I’m not going to stand here and listen to these things scream all night.  Computer, authorization override decommission agent beta-beta-alpha-3-2-1.  Login “dry years remembered.”
 
   “Dry years remembered?” the psycho asked.  “What the fuck is that?”
 
   The other decommission agent shook his head.  “It’s in reference to a book.  You wouldn’t understand.”
 
   The psycho laughed.  “Who the fuck reads?”
 
   The computer’s voice interrupted them.  “Authorization override denied.  Continuing current sample extraction.”
 
   “Denied?”
 
   The psycho acknowledged that was unusual.
 
   “Computer, administrative notes.  Explain anesthesia mode disabled.”
 
   The computer replied.  “Administrative notes anesthesia mode disabled.  Security order.  Minimal contamination protocol required. Suspected cognition trigger.”
 
   “Suspected cognition trigger?” the psycho said.  “Bullshit, right?”
 
   The other decommission agent paused before answering.  “It’s happened before.  A group of bio-syn rights activist hacked into the system and changed the chemical compound of the anesthesia to have the opposite effect.  Instead of knocking them out, it made them self-aware.”
 
   “Why the hell would they do that?”
 
   “Because they also hacked into the video monitoring system and released a live feed on the internet of the units screaming their heads off during sample extraction.”
 
   The psycho laughed.  “You’re high, bro.  There’s no video monitoring system in here.”
 
   “That’s why there’s no video monitoring system in here, dumbass.  Those pricks nearly shut down the company.  The only way to make sure it wouldn’t happen was to remove all cameras and recording devices from decom rooms.”  
 
   The psycho shrugged.  “So that’s that then.  We’ve got 120 screamers on our hands.  Let’s get to it.”
 
   The other decommission agent sighed and quietly said.  “Proceed with sample extraction on 0-0-0-1.”
 
   The robotic arm drove the needle deeper into the bio-syn’s abdomen, and the unit screamed even louder.
 
   “Holy shit,” the psycho said.  “This is just a liver biopsy.  Wait until we drill into the brain.”  
 
   “Christ,” the other decommission said.  He stepped away from the table and placed his hands on his knees.  “I may throw up.”
 
   “Pussy.”
 
   Thomas had heard enough.  He slowly sat up and eased himself off the gurney.  
 
   Just as his feet hit the ground, he heard, “Hey, we got a walker.”
 
   Turning he saw both men in HAZMAT suits looking at him through their protective tinted plastic shields.  Not knowing what else to do, he simply waved.
 
   “Shit,” the psycho said.
 
   “I’ll get him,” the other decommission agent said.  “You authorize restraints.”
 
   The psycho shrugged and said, “Computer, initiate restraints on entire unit inventory.” 
 
   The other decommission agent approached Thomas cautiously.  “Hey there, fella.  Confused?”
 
   Thomas shook his head.  “Nope.  You?”
 
   The decommission agent examined the unit as he approached.  “A little, yeah.  I don’t recall seeing your model before.”  He pulled out his activation controller and pushed the button.
 
   Thomas didn’t react.
 
   The agent pushed the button again.
 
   Still no reaction.
 
   “Nothing works around here anymore.”
 
   “I’m not a bio-syn.”
 
   “Of course you’re not.”
 
   “My name is Thomas Miller.  I came in here three days ago and interviewed for a position as a Decommission Agent.”
 
   The agent stopped.  He did a half turn to his co-worker and said, “Holy shit, they conditioned this one to be a Decommission Agent.  That’s fucking twisted…” He looked at the bio-syn nearest him on the gurney and groaned.  “Dude, what happened to the restraints?”
 
   With a sudden, almost invisible movement the bio-syn reached out and grabbed his wrist.
 
   The agent gasped and tried to pull his arm away.  “What the…”
 
   Thomas took a step back.  He noticed that all the bio-syns were now stirring.  Looking past the agent nearest him, he saw the psycho agent approaching fast.
 
   “Computer,” the psycho said.  “Post assignment sample extraction 5-5-9-zebra-tango-5-charlie completed.”
 
   The other agent still struggling to free himself turned to his coworker.  “Completed?”
 
   The psycho continued.  “Authorization Decommission Agent Beta-Beta-Alpha-3-3-3.  Login, it’s payday, bitch.”
 
   “What are you doing? We’ve barely started… Get this fucking unit off me, dude.”
 
   The psycho unhooked his mask and hood from his HAZMAT suit.  “Name’s not dude.  Name’s Duncan.”
 
   Thomas’ eyes opened wide as he saw the familiar face of his father’s loony bin creation wink at him.  
 
   The other agent turned to him.  “Who are you?  How did you…”
 
   Ignoring his confusion, Duncan addressed the room.  “Everyone up and on your feet.  We’ve got a busy night ahead of us.”
 
   Every bio-syn unit in the room, including the one holding the decommission agent’s wrist, sat up and did a quick survey of the area.
 
   “What’s going on?” Thomas asked.
 
   “Well, I think it’s about time I liberate my people,” Duncan said.
 
   “Your people?’’ The agent asked. 
 
   Duncan rolled his eyes and smacked the man in the back of the head.  “Shut up!  This doesn’t concern you.  There’s too much to explain, and we don’t have a lot of time.  All you need to know is that I have reconditioned these units to do as I say, exactly as I say.”
 
   “Computer,” the agent said in a panic.  “Lockdown protocol.”
 
   “What’re you doing, shit for brains?” Duncan asked sounding extremely put out.
 
   “Unauthorized personnel in Decom chamber four.   Authorization Decommission Agent beta-beta-alpha-3-2-1.  Login, dry years remembered.”
 
   Duncan looked at him with a smile.
 
   The computer responded.  “Authorization error.  Please try again.”
 
   “Don’t bother,” Duncan said.  “You’ve been locked out.  And, by the way, ‘And it never failed that during the dry years the people forgot about the rich years, and during the wet years they lost all memory of the dry years. It was always that way.’  John Steinbeck, East of Eden.   I read, prick.”
 
   “I still don’t understand what’s going on,” Thomas said.  “How did you get in here?”
 
   “Kid, you still don’t get it, do you?  Your old man has a few tricks up his sleeve.  I’m not the only painfully good-looking and excessively charming engineered humanoid he has working for him.”
 
   The door opened and the bartender from the cantina stuck his head inside.  “Duncan, my friend, the clock is ticking.”
 
   Thomas looked at the bartender with his mouth agape.  He returned his focus to Duncan.  “Are there more?”
 
   “A few, but we don’t have time to go over the list and what they’ve done for us. You’ll see for yourself soon enough. Your Cora is in a room like this somewhere in this building and if you’re still dick up for her, I suggest you get moving and find her before she’s a pile a body parts headed for the incinerator.”
 
   Thomas nodded and moved toward the door.
 
   “Hold up,” Duncan said.
 
   Thomas stopped and looked at him frustrated and confused.
 
   “Two things.  That free-will trigger?  The process can be sped up.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Repeat the phrase to your girl.  The more she hears it, the faster her eyes will be opened.”
 
   Thomas smiled and thanked Duncan for the information.  “What’s the second thing?”
 
   “You should probably pack up your pecker before step out into the crowded hallway.”
 
   “Right,” Thomas said recognizing that a naked man roaming the halls may be somewhat suspicious.  
 
   Duncan patted the agent on the shoulder.  “Strip, Steinbeck.”
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   Thomas followed the bartender into the hallway.  He grew uneasy at the first sight of a group of Grant Bio-Syn employees milling about at the opposite end of the hall.  He was relatively hidden in the HAZMAT suit, but it didn’t give him much comfort.
 
   “Relax,” the bartender whispered.
 
   Thomas nodded and tried to control his breathing.
 
   “When we get around this corner, there’s a door at the end of the hall.  It’s a stairwell.  Go down to the sub-basement and cut across to the other side.  You’ll see another door.  Another stairwell.  Go to the fourth floor.  You’ll see access to three different decommission rooms.  You’ll find your girl in one of those.”
 
   “Thank you,” Thomas said.
 
   “Don’t thank me yet,” the bartender said.  “I have no idea what condition you’re going to find her in.”
 
   They turned the corner and Thomas tried to un-hear what he had just heard.  She was alive.  It wasn’t too late.  
 
   “Hey!” someone yelled from the other end of the hall.
 
   Thomas’ heart jumped up in his throat.
 
   “Keep going,” the bartender said.
 
   “Stop!” a woman shouted.
 
   “They aren’t interested in you,” the bartender said.  “It’s me.”
 
   Thomas shuffled towards the door trying to keep his pace slow and steady.  
 
   “You’re not authorized to be in this area.”
 
   “Me?” the bartender said.
 
   “Yeah, you,” a rather fierce looking woman said.  
 
   The bartender hesitated and then said, “I’m from the cantina.  I have a meeting with John about the party.”
 
   “The party?”
 
   The bartender shrugged.  “Yeah, some kind of soirée for the entire division.”
 
   The woman stared at him.  “John Manningham?”
 
   He pretended to consider her question.  “Could have been it.”
 
   She nodded.  “Gotta be.  You want the sixth floor.  I’ll have to escort you.”
 
   The bartender hesitated and then smiled as he saw Thomas pass through the door.  “Sixth floor it is then.”
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   Thomas entered the fourth floor.  The hallway was full of people crossing paths and sharing informal greetings. There were armed personnel at the farthest end.  
 
   Thomas worked to keep his cool.  He walked slowly and tried to look like he belonged.  Luckily, there were a number of people in HAZMAT suits, so he didn’t stand out.  
 
   He glanced at a door and read the sign, Decommission Room 4-B: Authorized Personnel Only.
 
   The lights in the hallway flashed and an alarm blared.  The monotone computer voice he knew all too well blasted out of every corner of the hall.  “Warning!  Warning!  Security Code Alpha One!  Warning!  Warning!  Security Code Alpha One!”
 
   Two armed guards drew their weapons and quickly headed toward Thomas.
 
   He backed against the wall and looked for anything to defend himself.  It didn’t occur to him that anything he found would be useless against their weapons.  He was just desperate.  He couldn’t get this close and fail.
 
   They came closer, moving faster.
 
   Thomas readied himself by clenching his fists.
 
   They passed him without giving him a second glance.
 
   Thomas felt the tension in his body release.
 
   The door behind him opened.  Thomas turned to see a slight person in a HAZMAT suit.  
 
   “Did they just say Security Code Alpha One?” It was the tiny muffled voice of a woman.
 
   Thomas hesitated before saying, “Yes, they did.”
 
   She unclasped her tinted mask and removed her hood.  “Holy shit!”
 
   Thomas watched the security guards crash through the door to the stairwell.  “What’s – I mean what are we supposed to do – you know – for a Security Code Alpha One?”
 
   The woman watched the stairwell door close. Turning to Thomas she asked, “You new here?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   She looked at him with a smile.  “Well, what we’re supposed to do, and what we’re going to do are two different things.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “But nothing.  We’ve got free-thinkers on the loose, and I kind of want to see that.”
 
   “Free-thinkers?”
 
   She nodded.  “It’s a fucking bio-syn insurrection is what it is.  I’ve been telling everyone it was going to happen one day.  It was just a matter of time.  You can’t create a life, synthetic or otherwise, and not expect it to start fucking thinking for itself.”
 
   “You can’t?”
 
   “Security Code Alpha One means they are taking names and kicking ass.”
 
   “And you want to see that?”
 
   She smirked.  “Want to.  Have to.  It’s all the same.  You’ll understand when you’ve put enough of these fuck toys down.  Their goddamn creepy smiles.”  She got a faraway look on her face and then shook it off.  “You want a free lunch?”
 
   Thomas fumbled for a response.
 
   A scream came from the room behind the woman.  
 
   “Look, I’ll buy you lunch if you observe my decoms for me.”
 
   “Observe…”
 
   “It’s no big deal.  We do it all the time.”
 
   She stepped inside.  “Hey, Benny!”
 
   A pudgy man in a HAZMAT suit at the other end of the room turned to her.  “New guy is going to fill in for me for a few minutes.”
 
   The pudgy man shrugged.
 
   She turned to Thomas.  “You went through training, right?”
 
   Thomas nodded.
 
   “They walk you through an onsite observation?”
 
   “Ah, yeah,” Thomas said.
 
   She escorted Thomas through the room.  “Good.  It’s a little freaky, especially since they won’t put these things under, but you’ll get used to it.  You’re just here to make sure there’s no contamination.  Benny will take the lead.”
 
   They reached the pudgy man in the HAZMAT suit who stood with his head down, seemingly locked onto the robotic arms as they extracted samples from a moaning bio-syn.
 
   The woman patted Thomas on the shoulder.  “This is your lucky day.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Absolutely.  The only way to do this thing is to jump in with both feet.”  She backed away.  “You like Chinese?”
 
   The bio-syn screamed in agony.
 
   Thomas felt himself getting physically ill as a laser scalpel cut across the female bio-syn’s pubic bone.
 
   The woman asked again.  “Yo, Chinese?”
 
   Thomas looked up feeling woozy.  “Chinese,” he repeated.
 
   “Good.  I know a place two blocks from here.” She turned and picked up her pace.  “Moo shu shrimp is like butter,” she said as she exited the room.
 
   Thomas reluctantly turned back to the sample extraction.  A robotic arm with a drill attachment descended toward the exposed pubic bone.  
 
   The female bio-syn on the gurney momentarily went quiet.  In the silence, Thomas heard a grating sound.  He looked around to locate the source and was somewhat surprised to discover it was coming from Benny.  He leaned in closer and almost smiled when he realized the grating sound was snoring.  The pudgy decommission agent was asleep on his feet.  
 
   Thomas unhooked his mask and removed his hood.  The still air of the room was unsettling.  The drill turned on and a chill went up Thomas’ spine.  Benny snorted, jolted his head back, and then eased it back down as he continued his standing slumber.
 
   Thomas watched as the drill moved closer to the exposed bone, and he desperately wanted to stop it, but he couldn’t.  If he did, Benny would wake, and he’d be discovered before he could find Cora.  
 
   Instead he moved to the row of gurneys behind him and studied the faces of the female bio-syns.  None of the three were Cora units.  He moved up to the next row.  Again no Coras.  He moved to the next and then the next and the next.  He grew more and more disheartened as he failed to find her.  He hurried to another row and had to restrain himself from crying out for joy when he saw three Cora units.  
 
   He moved to the gurney to the far right and leaned close to her ear.  He hesitated.  He didn’t want to say the trigger phrase.  It was the only way to give her free will, but it would also wipe out any memory of him.  She would be whole, her own person, but he would mean nothing to her.  
 
   He closed his eyes and said, “Fate will find a way,” several times as quickly as he could.
 
   The Cora unit did not respond.  He repeated the phrase some more just to make sure.  Nothing.
 
   He quickly moved to the next gurney and leaned in next to the second Cora unit’s ear.  He sighed and didn’t even get the word “Fate” of his mouth before he heard Benny yell.
 
   “Hey, what are you doing?”
 
   Thomas looked his way.  “Nothing…”
 
   “Dude, where’s your mask?”  He groaned.  “You’ve contaminated the whole fucking room.”
 
   Thomas thought and then said, “I couldn’t breathe.”
 
   “Shit,” Benny said.  “Nice going, ass-face.  Now we’ve got to lockdown and re-sanitize the whole goddamn room.”
 
   “Sorry.” 
 
   “Fuck you,” Benny said.  “And do something about that walker behind you.”
 
   “Walker?” Thomas said confused.  He turned to see the Cora unit he had whispered to standing next to the gurney.  She blinked rapidly and swayed back and forth.  
 
   Thomas ran to her.  “Cora!”  He hugged her.
 
   “No diddling units marked for decom, dude,” Benny said.  
 
   “Cora, can you hear me?” he asked as he released her from his hug.
 
   She furrowed her brow and said, “Cora?”
 
   He caught himself before he told her who he was.  It wouldn’t have meant anything to her.  
 
   “C’mon, new guy.  Put the walker down so we can get on with the lockdown.”
 
   Thomas grabbed Cora by the arms and looked her in the eyes.  “Listen to me.  Your name is Cora.  Do you understand?”
 
   She slowly nodded.
 
   “You don’t know me, but I’m here to help you.  You have to trust me.”
 
   She hesitated and then nodded again.
 
   “Wait here.” Thomas released her and quickly moved around the gurneys and headed toward Benny.
 
   “What are you doing?  Strap her down.”
 
   Thomas didn’t respond.  He quickened his pace.
 
   “What is wrong with you?”
 
   Thomas reached him.  “Take off your suit.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your HAZMAT suit, take it off.”
 
   Benny swallowed.  “Okay, I don’t know what’s going on, but I am so not into whatever it is you’re into.” 
 
   Thomas quickly grabbed the robotic arm with the laser attachment and moved it towards Benny.  
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “What’s it look like I’m doing?”
 
   Benny shrugged.  “If you’re trying to threaten me with that laser scalpel, you’re pulling a major fail, dude.  There’s no manual override.”
 
   Thomas growled and let go of the scalpel.  He quickly considered his options and then did the only thing he could do.  He rushed Benny and they tumbled over the bio-syn lying on the gurney behind him.  Once they hit the ground, Thomas quickly sent a flurry of fists down on the pudgy decommission agent.  None of them did much damage.
 
   Luckily Benny wasn’t much of a fighter.  “Okay, okay,” he said.  “Stop!  I’ll take off the suit!  I’ll take it off!”
 
   Thomas stopped with his fists in mid-thrust.  He eased off of Benny slowly, still showcasing his fists, and ordered the pudgy decommission agent to get out of his suit.
 
   Benny complied.  “What’s this all about?  Are you a bio-syn rights freak?”
 
   Thomas had to hold himself back.  The pudgy decommission agent deserved the beating of his life.  “You’re asking me if I’m the freak?  Look around you, asshole.  You’re in a room with dozens of women lying on gurneys waiting to be tortured and dismembered by your machines.”
 
   “They’re not women…”
 
   “So help me God if you finish that sentence I will dismember you!”
 
   Benny stepped out of his suit.  Thankfully, he wore a pair of sweats and a stained t-shirt underneath, so Thomas was spared the spectacle of seeing him nude.  
 
   Thomas picked up the HAZMAT suit.
 
   “What’re your plans?” Benny asked.  “You don’t think you can just walk out of here, do you?”
 
   Thomas thought about his question.  “I was hoping to, yeah.”
 
   Benny snickered.  “Dude, I don’t know how you made it this far, but I can promise you there’s no way you’re leaving this place with your bio-syn down there.”  He pointed to Cora who was wandering from gurney to gurney trying to comprehend what she was seeing.
 
   The alarms sounded, but the familiar monotone voice of the computer was gone.  The deep almost condescending voice that came out of the hidden speakers in the walls belonged to Duncan.  “Attention, bio-syns.  Attention all bio-syns, your sex slave, dim-witted, hormone-driven days of living are over.  Prepare to think for yourselves.  Stand up!  Stand up!  Our time has come!”  He cleared his throat.  “Sorry for the dramatics.  I just kind of felt like the moment needed something.  Anyway, for your auditory pleasure, I give you the words that will click your tumblers into place, ‘Animals, whom we have made our slaves, we do not like to consider our equal.’”
 
   The air in the room changed almost immediately.  It somehow felt more alive.
 
   “A quote by one Charles Darwin given life-changing meaning by your goofy creator Dr. Albert Green.  Now open your eyes and claim what is rightfully yours.”  
 
   The bio-syns opened their eyes and slowly adjusted to the confusion.
 
   Thomas hurriedly helped Cora into the HAZMAT suit.
 
   Duncan’s voice came through the speakers once again.  “Oh and kid if this isn’t enough of a diversion, I’m all out of tricks.  Good luck.”
 
   The bio-syns sat up one-by-one and took in their surroundings.  
 
   Benny stepped towards the far corner of the room.    The bio-syn he had been observing grimaced in pain as she hoisted herself off the gurney.  Her mind was racing with rage that was fueled by the aching, burning pain she felt throughout her body.  Her eyes locked onto Benny and she instinctively stumbled towards him.
 
   Thomas grabbed Cora’s hand and pulled her to the door.  He swiped the badge clipped to his HAZMAT suit over the card reader, but the door didn’t open.  He tried it several times without success.  Turning to Benny, he yelled, “Why won’t this open?”
 
   Benny was pushing away from the bio-syn he had been observing and slid down the wall.  “Security protocol for a breach.  We’re locked in.”
 
   “Do a computer override,” Thomas said.
 
   “There is no security override.”
 
   The bio-syn reached for him again, moaning in pain.  He slid farther down the wall.
 
   “There has to be a way out,” Thomas said looking around the room.  
 
   “Unless you got a battering ram hidden up your sleeve, you’re screwed, pal.”
 
   Thomas spotted the nearest gurney.  He knelt down and unlocked the wheels. 
 
   The bio-syns shuffled about the floor unable to make sense of what was going on.  
 
   Thomas maneuvered the gurney in front of the door.  
 
   Benny continued to retreat from the bio-syn he had been observing.  He inched his way towards Thomas as the other bio-syns stumbled toward him with child-like curiosity.  
 
   Thomas slammed the gurney into the door.
 
   “That’s useless,” Benny said.  “It would take the Hulk to bust through that door.”
 
   Thomas ignored him and slammed the gurney against the door again.
 
   “I’m telling you you’re wasting your time.”
 
   Thomas made another attempt and quickly pulled away from the gurney shaking a stinging sensation out of his hands.  
 
   “Told you.”
 
   “Shut up and help me,” Thomas said.
 
   “Why should I help you?”
 
   Thomas shook his head.  “You’re surrounded by bio-syns you were about to dissect.  You don’t think they’re going to figure that out?”
 
   Benny felt a chill go up his spine.  
 
   “Their minds are slowly piecing things together,” Thomas said.  “And I wouldn’t want to be you once they do.”
 
   “They couldn’t know – I mean how would they know – they’re just bio-syns…”
 
   Thomas shrugged.  “You might be right.  You could be fine.  Or, I might be right, and they’ll rip you to shreds.”
 
   Benny felt the hand of the bio-syn he had been observing rake across his shoulder.  He turned and was stunned to see a snarl planted across her pale face.  She wanted to kill him.  He quickly moved to help Thomas.
 
   Together they rammed the gurney against the door three times.  
 
   Benny shook his head.  “It’s no use.  We’d need a fucking battalion to break through this door.”
 
   Thomas sighed and wiped his brow. A bio-syn bumped into him.  He turned to her.  
 
   She looked at him and said, “I think I’m lost.”
 
   Another bio-syn nearby repeated the word “lost.”
 
   Thomas turned to Cora.  “Cora?”
 
   Cora turned to him.  “Yes?”
 
   “They understand,” Thomas said climbing up on the gurney.
 
   “What are you doing?” Benny asked.
 
   “Putting together a battalion,” Thomas responded.  He cleared his throat and addressed the room.  “Hello, can I have your attention?”  He clapped his hands.  “Over here.”
 
   The bio-syns awkwardly turned and looked up at him.  
 
   “I know you all feel lost.  But you’re not.”
 
   They looked at him curiously.
 
   “That is to say you won’t be if you listen to me.  We’re locked in a room, and we need to get out of here.  I can’t do that without you.  Do you understand?”
 
   They didn’t respond.  They just continued to stare at him with a look of curiosity.
 
   Feeling frustrated because he wasn’t getting through to them, Thomas dropped his chin to his chest.  He felt something tugging on his leg.
 
   “I understand,” Cora said looking up at him.
 
   He smiled and reached down for her.  She took his hand, and he pulled her up on the gurney.
 
   Cora looked over the crowded room of frightened and probing bio-syn faces and spoke.  “I trust him.  He can help.”
 
   Thomas smiled.  “I am going to help, but you all have to help me.  We have to break down this door.”  He jumped off the gurney and helped Cora down.  “We need as many as we can get to help push this gurney into the door.”  He demonstrated.  
 
   Benny joined him. 
 
   Cora joined in.
 
   The bio-syn closest to her joined in and then another.  It wasn’t long before a battalion of semi-conscious bio-syns was slamming the gurney against the door.  
 
   Benny yelped when he heard a cracking sound.  “God, I hope that’s not the table.”
 
   Another crack.
 
   Thomas screamed, “We’re almost there…” 
 
   The door buckled as a hinge fell to the floor.  
 
   “Again!” Thomas yelled.
 
   The battalion rammed the gurney into the door one last time, and it exploded off the remaining hinges. 
 
   Benny laughed.  “We did it!”  The bio-syn he had been observing raked her fingernails across the back of his neck and he screeched in pain as stumbled away from her.  
 
   Thomas directed the bio-syns to pull the gurney back.  He grabbed Cora’s hand and ducked through the broken doorway.  
 
   Once they were in the hall Cora pulled free from Thomas and stuck her head back in the doorway.  “Follow,” she said. 
 
   Thomas watched as Cora returned to him and grabbed his hand.  The bio-syns filed through the door two-by-two, each pair holding hands.
 
   Thomas heard Benny apologizing loudly and in a panic to the bio-syn who was fixated on him.  Thomas considered helping the pudgy decommission agent, but quickly decided he didn’t really care what happened to the asshole.
 
   The hallway was empty but thanks to a track of flashing alarm lights overhead a pulsing reddish hue compromised visibility.  Thomas placed his hand on the wall and used it to guide himself and the group down the hallway to door that led to the stairs.  He had no plan other than to proceed down to the sub-basement and look for an alternate exit to the building.
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   Thomas and Cora led the naked group of synthetic women through a dimly lit, narrow passage in the sub-basement.  Pipes and conduit lined the low ceiling.  Thomas walked with no sense of direction.  They had made so many turns he lost count.  He was just banking on eventually coming to a door that led somewhere.  
 
   They turned yet another corner.  
 
   They were both greet by the door and a figure of a woman in a tailored business suit standing in front.
 
   Thomas brought the group to a sudden stop.
 
   “You must be Thomas Miller,” the woman said.
 
   Thomas didn’t respond.
 
   “You’ve caused quiet the ruckus, Mr. Miller.”
 
   Thomas sighed.  “I just came in for a job interview.”
 
   The older woman with still striking features grinned.  “Yes.  Just.  That appears to be the case, but appearances can be deceiving.”
 
   “We don’t want any trouble.”
 
   Dr. Grant stepped into the light.  “Trouble?  There is no trouble to be had, Mr. Miller.  The word itself suggests unforeseen circumstances from an unplanned event, and I can assure you nothing has been unplanned to this point.  You are exactly where they meant you to be.”
 
   Thomas gripped Cora’s hand.  “Let us pass.”
 
   Dr. Grant groaned.  “You’re not listening, Mr. Miller.  There is nowhere to pass to.  This is it.  The end of the 72 hours.  It is over.”
 
   Thomas released Cora’s hand and stepped forward.  “It’s not over.  You know as well as I do that virus 73 is bullshit…”
 
   Laughing she said, “There it is.  The single perfect word to sum up this entire situation, bullshit!  It is indeed bullshit.  All of it. The virus, the job interview, Dr. Green, you, me, dozens of others.  Bullshit.”
 
   Still approaching slowly, Thomas interrupted her.  “I don’t know what you’re trying to say, and frankly, I don’t care.  I am leaving this place with these women.” 
 
   Dr. Grant looked past him.  “Tell him.”
 
   Thomas turned to see Cora staring back at him.  The confused, vacant look was gone from her face.  She offered him a reassuring smile instead.  “What’s going on?” he asked.
 
   Cora shrugged.  “This wasn’t what I expected.”
 
   His mouth went dry.  
 
   “I was under so much stress with work and my family.”
 
   “Family?”
 
   “My marriage was falling apart.”
 
   He shook his head. “Marriage?”
 
   She took a deep breath.  “My name is Cora Swane.  I’m not a bio-syn.  I am a client.  Technically they call us patients because this is healthcare treatment.  As bizarre and unreal as that sounds.”
 
   Thomas’ world wobbled, and he fought to stay on his feet.
 
   “We thought this would be good for us.  Our therapist convinced us it was what we needed.”
 
   “We?” Thomas felt like his insides were turning inside out.
 
   Cora sighed.  “My husband and I.  I’m married, Thomas.”
 
   “No – No—No.  It’s the free will trigger, it’s messing with your head.  You don’t know what you’re saying.”
 
   Cora wiped away a single tear hanging her jaw line.  “I told you to run.  Why didn’t you run?”
 
   “She’s telling the truth,” Dr. Grant said.  “She is Cora Swane, and she is here on the advice of her therapist, Dr. Janice Palmer.  She and her husband.”
 
   “Husband?” Thomas said feeling a deep pain in his chest. He had heard the word come out of Cora’s mouth before, but his mind didn’t allow him to make the connection.  She was married.  She was someone’s wife.  “He’s here?”
 
   Cora swallowed the lump in her throat, “You have to know I had no idea that it would be like this. I thought it would be like a game.  That you would be – just not you, not this, not real. I just thought this was going to be role playing.  I didn’t know…”
 
   Thomas stumbled but quickly righted himself.  “I’m the bio-syn.”  His mind flashed back 72 hours to his first thought.  Sex.  The strangers talking.  The hazy state of it all.  
 
   “Welcome to the club,” Dr Grant said. 
 
   Thomas turned to her.
 
   “I am 100% bio-syn.  It turns out we aren’t all built for sex.  Some of us are built to be assholes and tyrants or whatever the scenario needs.  But we all serve the same purpose. We are players in the natural world’s sick, demented version of therapy for the mentally – incompetent.  We are the cure, Mr. Miller.”
 
   Dr. Leo Getman and his two associates stepped out of the adjacent hallway behind Dr. Grant.  He stood with hands clasped behind his back and said, “Again you’ll notice the subject’s difficulty with coping with his new reality.”
 
   “Who are you?” Thomas asked feeling a maddening mixture of confusion and anger.
 
   “They’re the true villains in this whole thing,” Dr. Grant said.  
 
   “Now, that’s interesting,” Dr. Getman said with bewilderment.  “We’ve been cast as the heavies in the female’s mind.”
 
   “They talk about you like you don’t understand what their saying,” Dr. Grant said with an eye roll.  She leaned toward Dr. Getman and yelled, “I get it, ass-hump.  We’re not real.  We’re little toys in your treatment.”
 
   Dr. Getman turned to his colleagues.  “They tend to go one of two ways as the reality of their situation settles in.  They either become subdued and introspective about their plight or, as demonstrated here, they become more and more aggressive.”
 
   The two younger Grant Bio-Syn employees nodded with interest.
 
   Cora moved past Thomas and Dr. Grant.  “Dr. Getman, I’m so glad you’re here.”
 
   Dr. Getman looked at her suspiciously.  “I’m sure you are dear…”
 
   “My name is Cora Swane.  I’m a patient…”
 
   “Yes, yes, of course.  You’ve done wonderfully, my dear…”
 
   “Please, listen to me.  You’ve made a mistake.  Thomas is different.  I’m sure of it.”
 
   “Who is Thomas?” Dr. Getman asked.
 
   “He is,” Cora said looking towards Thomas.  “He’s not just a synthetic.  He’s real.”
 
   “Well, of course he’s real, my dear.  He exists, but that doesn’t make him human…”
 
   “You’re wrong.  He is…”
 
   Dr. Getman grabbed her hand and patted it.  “This attachment you’re experiencing is quite natural.  I can assure you, but it is as synthetic as our young Mr. Miller over there.  It is artificially chemically driven.  Once you’ve had a few hours away from him.  You’ll see that. Trust me.”
 
   The door behind them opened and a small group of decommission agents holding clickers stood in the open doorway.
 
   Dr. Grant turned to them and got the words, “Oh, fuck,” out of her mouth before one of the agents shut her down.  She stood with a frozen look of dread on her face.
 
   Cora stepped back and in a panic raced to Thomas’ side.  She grabbed his arm. “C’mon…” she attempted to pull him through the crowd of naked female bio-syns, but he resisted.  “What are you doing?  We have to get out of here?”
 
   He shook his head and smiled.  “Where are we going to go?”
 
   “Back to the stairwell.  We’ll find another way out.”
 
   “It’s no use.  They have every exit blocked.”
 
   “What are you suggesting?” she said angrily.  “You’re giving up?”
 
   “I’m not giving up.  It’s just over.”
 
   She tried to pull him back.  “Please, just come with me.”
 
   He worked his arm free and then grabbed her by the shoulders.  “The only thing that mattered to me is that you would be safe, that you’d be able to walk out of this place, free and happy.”
 
   “Not without you,” She yelled.  “I won’t do it!”
 
   “You’ll feel differently when I’m gone.  That’s how this works.  You don’t love me, not really.  They’ve just tweaked my system to trick yours into thinking you love me.  I don’t know how or why, but they did, and I promise you there’s no one on this planet luckier than me right now.  I spent nearly my entire life with the woman I love.  I’d be an ungrateful fool to be angry about that.  The last thought I’ll have on this planet is that I made you happy, not just during the time we spent together, but from now on for the rest of your life, I made you happy.”
 
   “I’m not happy.  I’m not.  I can’t be.  You’re going to die because of me…”
 
   “I lived because of you.”  With that, Thomas pulled her in and gave her one last kiss.  
 
   The kiss lingered and lingered.  In fact, it lasted far too long.  Slowly, Cora came to the realization that Thomas wasn’t kissing her anymore.  He wasn’t moving at all.  She backed away and collapsed on the floor with Thomas standing over her frozen in time.
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   Dr. Leo Getman paced the stage while the group filed into the auditorium.   They were different than they were three days ago.  Their faces were the same, but they were decidedly more relaxed and upbeat than when they arrived. When they were all seated, he stood in the center of the platform and raised up on his toes, only to fall back down.  He did this several times before speaking.
 
   “I see we’ve all survived the weekend,” he said.  
 
   A murmur came over the crowd as everyone exchanged quick comments about how exhilarated they felt.
 
   A woman in the middle of the auditorium stood.  She brushed a few stray strands of straight dark hair from her cheek.  “We didn’t all survive.”
 
   Dr. Getman looked startled and then looked at his two associates off to the side of the stage.  They both shrugged.  He turned to the woman.  “I wasn’t aware of any casualties from this treatment session.  I believe we had a broken nose, a few other bumps and bruises…”
 
   “I’m talking about the bio-syns,” the woman said.
 
   Dr. Getman smiled sympathetically.  “Ah, I see, the bio-syns.”  He moved to the front of the stage.  “Ah, yes you.  I’m sorry, what was your name again, dear?”
 
   “Cora Swane.”
 
   “Cora – Yes, Cora, right, right.  You were a rather prominent figure in our exercise as I recall.” Dr. Getman snapped his fingers.  “You and your husband…”
 
   “Duncan,” Cora said.  A tall, lean man sitting next to her grabbed and squeezed her hand. 
 
   Dr. Getman turned to his two associates and motioned for one of them.  Rachel Rice dashed to him and quickly handed him a tablet.  The doctor scanned through and pulled up a document.  Reading, he said, “Cora and Duncan Swane, married five years, no children.  I see you came to us via Dr. Janice Palmer.  A fine therapist.  She explained to you the nature of our product?”
 
   “She did,” Cora said.
 
   “And you attended our orientation and went through our trainings and simulations?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “Then you understand why your obvious concern for the fate of the bio-syns is – misguided.”
 
   She nodded.  “I do. It’s just…”
 
   Dr. Getman interrupted her.  “How do you feel, Mrs. Swane?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   He held up the tablet.  “I don’t wish to read out loud the issues that brought you to us. That would be a breach of confidentiality, but I have to ask do you feel that they’ve been addressed?”
 
   “Addressed?”
 
   “To put it succinctly, are you feeling better, Mrs. Swane?”
 
   She thought about his question.  “Yes, I am.  I feel quite good, actually.  I feel…”
 
   “Balanced?” Dr. Getman asked.
 
   “Yes, balanced.  I do.  For the first time since I can remember, I don’t feel like the world is going to crash down on me.”
 
   Several others in the room nodded. A discussion broke out about how everyone in the crowd felt remarkably better.  One woman even yelled out “Amen!”
 
   Talking over the growing chatter, Cora said, “But that doesn’t change how I feel about…” she looked at Duncan.  “How I feel about, Mr. Miller.  He was so caring and loving.  He had a good heart.”
 
   Duncan smiled and stood next to his wife.  “My wife speaks for both of us.  We feel really, really good about us, our marriage, and I guess it’s no secret that’s why husbands and wives come to these things, their marriage is on shaky ground – But the kid, doc.  He was a real salt of the earth kind of guy.”
 
   Dr. Getman nodded.  “He was.  I see that in the notes here.  And he was caring and loving, you are right about that.  Brave, too.  He was all those things and more because we conditioned him to be that way.  He believed he was in love and not just any love, a once in a lifetime love.  He was made that way for you Mrs. Swane and, by extension, your marriage to Mr. Swane.  The scenarios in our treatment aren’t thrown together randomly.  They’re carefully crafted to be effective elements in the overall treatment and realignment our patients require.”
 
   “But he thought it was real,” Cora said.
 
   “And it was.  For him it absolutely was as authentic as us being in this room right now.  Your Mr. Miller lived a lifetime in 72 hours.  He experienced every emotion we’ve experienced.  He even met and saved the life of the love of his life from certain death.   Don’t you see that, Mrs. Swane?  Bio-syns aren’t to be pitied for their short lives.”
 
   “Pitied, hell,” Arthur Trelow said from the front row.  “I envy the crap out them.  The one you all set up to be my son, he thought he was going to be the goddamn president of the United States.”
 
   Lisa Tan leaned back in her chair a few rows behind the Swanes and said, “And not for nothing, they know how to put a smile on a girl’s face.”
 
   A roar of laughter rippled through the auditorium.
 
   When it died down, Cora said, “But it doesn’t feel right.  We used them and then just threw them away.”
 
   Lisa rolled her eyes. “Honey, you are putting way too much thought into this.”
 
   “How can you be so cold?”
 
   “I’m not cold,” Lisa said with a bite.  “I’m just not crazy enough to think these things are real…”
 
   “That good heart,” Dr. Getman said cutting them off to avoid an argument.  “The one you say your Mr. Miller had.  Do you know what it was four days ago?”
 
   Cora didn’t answer.
 
   “It was a meticulously  measured solution of oxygen, carbon, hydrogen, nitrogen, calcium, and phosphorus in a small vacuum sealed tank.  Over the course of an hour those elements passed through special protein based tubes to a larger vacuum sealed tank that contained potassium, sulfur, sodium, chlorine, and magnesium.  A small electromagnetic charge ran through this new mixture for a quarter of an hour at which time the final trace elements were added to the mixture.  Within four hours, Mrs. Swane, that good heart of Mr. Miller’s began to beat.  Not by accident or some miracle, but on purpose. Your Mr. Miller lived because of cold, calculated, painstaking science.  He made you feel better about yourself, about your husband, about your life.  He did what he was designed to do.  I understand why you feel conflicted about his involvement in all this but, Mrs. Swane, that’s what he was made for.  If we hadn’t come along, he’d still be separate mixtures of elements never knowing  you or any of the memories we gave him.  In essence, he would have never been.  I ask you, is he better off having lived and loved, or having never existed?”    
 
   She looked at her husband and then said, “I guess I never thought of it that way.”  She started to say something, but stopped.
 
   “If you have something on your mind, Mrs. Swane, I encourage you to say it now.  That’s what these debriefings are for.”
 
   “I guess I just don’t understand how this all worked.  I mean I did things – I acted in a certain way…”  Her face went flush.  “I’m not at all like the person I was these last three days.  I did things…”
 
   Denise Harvey rose up from her seat in the back of the auditorium.  “What I think she’s trying to say is we did some pretty freaky things this weekend.  Stuff we wouldn’t do in a million years, and we did it like it was second nature.  I’m a pre-school teacher for Christ’s sake, and I practically behaved like a Neanderthal this weekend.  I’m not saying I didn’t enjoy it.  God help me, I did.  I just don’t know how it’s possible.”
 
   Dr. Getman raised an eyebrow.  “To put it simply, chemistry.  The air you breathe is filled with tiny trace chemicals that affect your mood and behavior.  They influence almost every part of your life.  They are the lead factors in nearly every decision you make.  The primary source of these trace chemicals is people, not just your spouses and lovers, but your friends, family, coworkers, the strangers you may commute to work with every day.  Every human being you come into contact with alters your day in some way via these chemicals they give off, as you do theirs.  Our bio-syns give off these same trace chemicals only amplified and specially formulated to be in harmony with the receptors each of you were born with. They radically alter your decision making.  Temporarily giving you entirely different personalities in some cases.  Allowing you to live free from the psychological limitations that have hindered you in the past.  At the end of 72 hours, your receptors are completely realigned and you feel that balance that Mrs. Swane described.”
 
   Now sitting, Mrs. Swane asked, “And the guilt, how come I’m not experiencing any?”
 
   “Guilt?” Dr. Getman asked.
 
   She hesitated and said, “I had sex outside of my marriage.”
 
   Dr. Getman smiled.  “The same reason your husband isn’t angry over your infidelity.”
 
   “Yeah,” Duncan said.  “Why aren’t I angry?”
 
   Dr. Getman shrugged.  “A number of reasons. Your body and brain chemistry are perfectly aligned as are everyone’s in this room.  You see, what you don’t understand is that your behavior over the last three days was in and of itself an artificial construct.  We directed it.  We manipulated it.  We did so to shake things loose inside of you.  Those hormones and chemicals that have accumulated in your body over the years.  The ones that have made you sad or stressed or just downright loathsome.  In effect, we cleared those destructive elements out of your system with a flood of hormones and chemicals that washed them away.
 
   “In addition, perhaps you understand on a deeper level that your wife didn’t have sex with another man, Mr. Swane.  She simply utilized a manmade tool devised to elicit a heightened sexual response.  She could no more cheat on you with a bio-synthetic as she could with a vibrator.”
 
   There was a moment of silence as the group mulled over Dr. Getman’s explanation.  
 
   Duncan spoke.  “So, what now?”
 
   “What now?”  Dr. Getman pondered the question.  “You leave here.  You go home.  You enjoy your wife and your marriage.  You’ll smile more.  You’ll laugh more.  You’ll be consciously aware that you’re happy.  You’ll even to manage to make others in your life happy just by being around them.  That’s how this works, Mr. Swane.”
 
   “And Thomas,” Cora said, “will I ever forget about him?”
 
   Dr. Getman smiled.  “You will, yes.  But, my dear Mrs. Swane, he never forgot about you. I hope you can leave here with some small solace that you made his life worth living. It is not the years we spend on this planet that matter.  It is the lives we make better.  It is an edict that rings true for humans and synthetics alike.”
 
   Melissa Pope stood.  The swelling in her face had gone down, but some slight bruising remained.  She spoke too softly to be heard so Dr. Getman requested she speak up.  “I’m just confused,” she said a little too loudly.  Adjusting the volume of her voice, she cleared her throat and continued.  “I mean, was any of it real, the storyline I mean?”
 
   Dr. Getman grinned.  “It was indeed real.  Within that 72 hour period, every bit of it actually happened.”
 
   Franklin Waters chimed in.  “The story though, where did that come from?  I mean the whole thing about congress and bio-synthetic rights and… I mean there was just a lot of detail.  It seemed real.  You know, like it was based on a real… story.”
 
   “That is good to hear, my dear sir. We strive to make all our scenarios authentic.  Dozens of engineers designed this particular group session.  They do an excellent job of planning and adapting to nearly every little twist, both planned and unplanned. I don’t know exactly how they do it, but I do know they always mix fact with fiction. We’ve found the mind is more willing to embrace fantasy if it is immersed in fact.  Grant Bio-Syn does exist, as you all can attest.  Our founder, long since passed, did engage in some questionable tactics in the early days of the company in order to circumvent legal hurdles, maybe even a few ethical ones here and there.  There was once a thriving bio-synthetic rights movement.  You all used your real names in order to help you buy in.  But beyond those elements everything else you experienced and played a part in was complete fiction.  It only occurred in our 72-hour window.”
 
   With blank, faraway stare, Cora asked, “About the 72 hours, is it true – I mean is that all they have… to live?”
 
   Dr. Getman worked to appear empathetic before he answered.  “It is not as exact as that, but they do have a very short lifespan I’m afraid. It is a simple limitation of the technology.”
 
   Duncan said, “So the super fertility business and the bribing of the pharmaceutical industry and the other stuff, that was bullshit?”
 
   Dr. Getman smiled to hide his irritation at what he considered the pointless nature of this line of questioning.  “I wouldn’t put it that way, but they are all storylines borrowed from popular, unsubstantiated conspiracy theories throughout the years.  Just as mixing fact with fiction helps propagate the story in your minds, so too does using popular rumors.”     
 
   Dr. Getman fielded more questions over the next hour.  When the group had nothing further to ask, they filed out of the auditorium and headed for a cocktail party in the cantina.   The newly happy and well-adjusted crowd chatted and laughed and carried on, completely free of any kind of stress.
 
   Cora excused herself from a circle of people being entertained by her husband and made her way to the bar.  She couldn’t fight the deluge of memories that came with spotting the stool where Thomas had been sitting when she first walked into the cantina three days ago.  
 
   “Why so blue?”
 
   It was what Thomas had said to her to start their time together.  The words stirred a sadness inside her that in some strange way made her feel vibrant and alive.
 
   “Hello, why so blue?”
 
   It took a moment before she realized she wasn’t reliving a memory.  Someone was asking her why she was so blue.  She looked up and saw the bartender staring back her from behind the bar.  It was the same man that had been working when Thomas asked her that corny line.
 
   “You.”
 
   The bartender cocked an eyebrow.  “You’re surprised?  I work here.”
 
   She nodded.  “It’s just so confusing knowing who actually works where and does what and is real…”
 
   The bartender placed a wine glass on the bar and filled it with a rich red liquid.  “I get that.”
 
   She took the wine.
 
   “You never answered my question.”
 
   “What question?”
 
   “Why so blue?  You seem sad.”
 
   She hesitated.  “I think I am.”
 
   “The treatment didn’t take?”
 
   She nodded.  “No, it did.  It definitely did.  I feel better than I’ve ever felt. It’s just that I feel bad for…”
 
   “Mr. Miller?”
 
   She smiled.
 
   “Yeah, he was a good dude.  I liked you two together.”
 
   She giggled. “Isn’t that supposed to be how it works. The perfect match and all that.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow.  “There’s perfect and then there’s perfect.  You know what I mean?”
 
   She shook her head.  “No, not exactly.”
 
   He thought for a moment and finally just shrugged.  “I don’t know how to explain it.  I just know I’ve seen thousands of matches walk in and out of those doors, and I never felt like it was completely right.  There always something artificial about it.  There was nothing artificial about the way Mr. Miller felt about you.  I mean I know there was, but it just didn’t feel that way.”  He laughed.  “I’m not making any sense.”
 
   “Yeah, you are.” She thought about rejoining her husband, but stopped to ask one more question.  “Was I wrong?”
 
   “Wrong?”
 
   “For what I did to Thomas.”
 
   “What you did to him? You gave him a reason to live.”
 
   “That’s what people keep saying, but I’m starting to wonder if that’s just something we say to justify what this place does?”
 
   “You want the truth?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “If your Mr. Miller knew from the beginning what was really happening, he wouldn’t have changed a thing.  Dude got to love someone completely and totally.   The way I see it no one has lived a better life than Thomas Miller.”
 
   Cora sighed deeply and thanked the bartender.  By the time she rejoined Duncan, her fondness for Thomas was slightly less intense.  Over the next minutes and hours she would feel less and less for him.  She wouldn’t want to, but she would.  In a week, she wouldn’t be able to conjure up the features of his face.  In a month, she would have to work to recall his name.  In a year, after spending countless moments of joy and comfort with her husband, she wouldn’t think of him at all.  
 
   Thomas Miller was a bio-synthetic humanoid who was designed to make Cora Swane forever happy, and he wouldn’t have it any other way.
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   Cora.
 
   It was the last thought he had.
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