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I

Junktown

––––––––

Here is the day we are looking at:

It has your basic average morning. A Wednesday. There is not a lot happening so far that was different the day before. There is a high of seventy-six degrees and a low of fifty-five. Later on, there will be a cold front running through. It is August; everyone would love a cold front. The air is clear and about as clean as it can get, as it has been for the past three months, with a nice orange rating. Drone presence is high, tiny eyebots constellating the skyline as they zip from one end of the city to the other. 

Then, at around one-thirty in the afternoon, an earthquake will rip a canyon through the earth of the old city of St. Louis.

Before that, though, parents in the suburbs—which are past the tall, reinforced barriers that line the border of the St. Louis slum of Junktown—drive their children to school. They kiss their kids goodbye or they don't. There are good parents, bad parents, and you have known both kinds. Maybe if the bad parents knew what was going to happen with the quake, they would kiss their children goodbye. Perhaps the children are sick with the flu, and even the good parents are leery of kisses in such a case. Probably, if these families knew the quake was coming, they would all be gone entirely, taking off out of town; even a bad family wants a legacy. Or, even if they did know the quake was coming, maybe they would have driven straight into the epicenter anyway to volley with the waves of concrete and sink down into the earth. Even a good family goes crazy once in a while.

Other things happened too. You want specifics? All right. That’s what holographic records are for, after all, and I have most of them.

At ten-thirty, there is a man, middle-aged. He tosses himself out of the window of his Junktown apartment because he was denied a food loan and would rather not starve to death in his closet apartment. Two women have children and give them the same first and middle names—Hector Davis, after the tech-laden athlete of the day—even though the boys were born minutes apart at different hospitals and the respective mothers had never met one another.

A thirty-six year-old woman named Martha Parison falls in love for the first time—the absolute first (and last) time—with a man she had met the night before at a legal rights parade championing all those poor lawless souls in Junktown. These charity events are sponsored by the Cops-For-All corporation; a sub-corp of GuaranTech. Any legal presence in the enormous slum of Junktown is relegated largely to guard duty for commercial transports. The parade’s intent was to encourage more police presence within Junktown, hoping to spread the boon of law and order. Of course, the protest was held outside the Junktown barrier, safely within the confines of the suburban county. The man Martha Parison took home is married and would never love her back, but she doesn’t care because she feels good holding him in her arms and being held in his. 

Near the border of Junktown proper, three boys play kickball in a dangerous street around eleven in the morning. The street is a smuggling route for the gangsters out of Junktown, and so there are frequent firefights between the hacks and the gangsters. The hacks, cops in robotic suits with long batons and guns, would no doubt come by later and scare the boys off—hired by the rich woman at the end of the street who made her fortune from trading on water batteries. The boys know that this or something like it will happen, and they do not care. They are boys.

The mega-corp Tri-American sends out its screen messages, informing denizens of the weather and the expected stock and bonds prices for the day. Their daily salaries will be deducted according to the flux of the market. The price of foodmatter falls to seventeen dollars a pound. Tri-American’s sole competitor, Groove, has a better day—their foodmatter raises its price to twenty dollars a pound. 

A few hours before noon, the Tri-American stores open with their newest holowrist on sale. It is seven times faster than the previous model and takes holograms so accurate that they could appear, from many angles, to be actual people or objects present in a room. The flicker-rate is down to seven nanoseconds per minute, which is considered pretty good, but disappointing compared to some early predictions. Someone got a raise for the improvement anyway, not that it ended up mattering very much. Tri-American, global behemoth, closed its doors within just a few years of the disaster. 

The new holowrists are sturdy, and how. Much of the surviving records from that day are intact due to this release. High impacts, intense pressures, water submersion, and long bouts of smoke and fire were all forces that the holowrists could (and luckily for this historian, did) withstand.

Around St. Louis, Groove's version of the same holowrist product is said to be better, but St. Louis is a Tri-American town, and that kind of greener grass talk is just the way. Chicago, a Groove city and not very far away at all, always speaks of how Groove is falling behind, and how Tri-American is where all the real tech is.

Anyway, all of this is screwed. It's a rather big earthquake that's coming.

Like most tragedies, most disasters, it is banal in the morning. There is a long period, several hours sometimes, where there is nothing happening. Everyone is worried about what they will have for dinner and whether it will break their diet if they have some sweets in the afternoon. Cravings develop and do not pass. Someone brings a cake to work, and everyone is a little mad at the temptation it presents, a little relieved for the excuse it allows. People plan their evening schedules around binges of screen programs that they woefully interrupted the night before with necessary sleep.

Then, there is a period of hours where everything is happening. Buildings falling. Cars crushed. Explosions from the meeting of stray sparks and leaked gas mains. Death. Heroism. Sacrifice. 

Then, nothing again. Nothing but watching and wondering, thinking. Trying to start putting it all back together. In some ways, this is the period that lasts forever. Certainly, I am guilty of trying to parse this whole mess out, and it has been quite a long while since it happened.

This is a disaster, to begin with. But disasters precipitate tragedy, just as they precipitate heroes and goodness and intelligence and guts and nobility, just as later on, upon examination, they reveal cunning and cowardice and fear and evil. As for which of these carries the most weight, it is not for me to say.

But here, let's begin. It was your basic average day, and some people are getting upset, like they do. 

* * * * *

Ore leaned on her table, head heavy. Stained blueprints stuck to one hand. Across from her were four young men, none of them older than fifteen. Outside, eyebots droned by, speeding through the small Junktown slum. 

“I raised all y’all. I did it myself. Took you up outta that muck and slime and gave you jobs. I brought you wealth. I let you know what you were good at. I got you passage into the Tower. That was me who did that. You all woulda died without me on your side. I know, because I saw. I passed up other boys for y’all. I seen them die. I kept tabs. And now this.”

Ore banged the table. They all jumped, bumping into one another. Georgeson. Jonesboy. Figueroa. Konnor. All of them traitors. 

“Now this. You can’t do this one damn thing for me, when I need you.”

“You don’t need to kill—”

She banged the table again. “You don’t tell me what I need, Konnor! You don’t tell me that. None of y’all.”

Ore had just one eye, half her head too scarred to hold any hair, the other half thick with black dreadlocks. Her forearm to her hand on the right side was wrapped in tech—hydraulics, pistons, clamps. She tilted her head and took a moment to herself, trying to calm down. 

It didn’t work. Instead she gripped down on the table harder, the thick tips of her tech hand tearing into the surface easily. Her fury bubbled over and she ripped a big section out from the table. Blueprints and plans scattered around. For a moment, she thought about overturning the table as well. A big gesture. Too much effort. She tossed the broken bit of table away and sat down in her recliner.

“Get out of here. I don’t want to see y’all again.”

Her place was not very large. The apartment—she would call it an apartment but in reality it was a shack, one in a string of many such shacks that she had made her home—was overcrowded with useless implements. Hanging over the door was a collection of gun barrels, strung together like wind chimes. In one corner stood a barrel, inside of which were smaller barrels full of smaller containers. Flyers for nightclubs were spackled to the wooden floor and ceiling, doing a poor job of keeping the water out. Ladles filled with fermenting potatoes and corn took up the back wall, each ladle with a different flavor and effect. She would sell them in the times when she couldn’t pick up a job with her Haulers. Or at least, she used to. Maybe that would be her job now: fermenter. Brewer.

In St. Louis, as in any city, there were four different kinds of people. There were Shareholders, who profited directly from Tri-American and never had to work for anything. There were Citizens, usually the higher-ups in companies and corporations, who voted and received access to benefits like free healthcare and tax cuts—their cut of the taxes that everyone else paid. Beneath the Citizens and the Shareholders were employees. Regular folk working the regular shifts, putting in their seventy-seven hours a week. 

And then, there were gangsters. Everyone who wasn't a gangster would tell you that gangsters were on the bottom of the food chain; everyone else would tell you that the gangsters were outside the food chain altogether. 

The gangsters in St. Louis were all in Junktown. Everyone in the slum had a hustle. Citizens didn’t even step foot inside unless they had to. Employees worked there and sometimes lived there, but only in well-fortified buildings with machine-gun nests and shock-moats circling their buildings.

Ore was a gangster. A copbot would shoot her on sight; they had tried. Ore survived. She survived and she thrived, pulling job after job with her Haulers.

Now, one by one, they left. Georgeson, Jonesboy, Figueroa. All of them with their heads full of the promises of Punchee Wallop. Ore didn’t begrudge them their ambition, just their timing. But maybe that would have been what she thought no matter the time.

Konnor stayed for a moment. He was the oldest of the four. Ore had known him the longest of any of her boys—she herself was eighteen, and she had met him when she went onto the streets to find her fortune at the age of ten. He was almost like her second-in-command, if she ever were to rely on such a thing, though Ore never did. Command was always hers. If it wasn’t, then she couldn’t trust a plan to go right.

“You don’t gotta kill Wallop, Ore. You don’t.”

“What did I just say about telling me what to do?”

“He’ll kill you first.”

“I guess he’ll kill me, then.”

“You know we gotta go tell him.”

“I know.”

“If he finds out we knew you’d try, and then you try, and we didn’t tell him—”

“The hell is this? Repeat day? I know. Go on and tell the man, then. Tell him I’ll have bells on.”

Konnor tapped the table and shuffled a few blueprints around. He held up one to the light. He carried himself with a certain amount of maturity. They all did—all four of her Haulers, and Ore herself, even though none of them had lived two decades. Junktown matured people. Every day, you made decisions that saved your life or ended it. That kind of environment grew someone up fast.

“This would have been a hell of a plan.”

He wasn’t leaving. Probably had something to say. Fine, then. 

Ore leaned back. “Yup.”

“I’m sorry we couldn’t do it, I mean. It would have worked.”

“Yup.”

He set the blueprint down. “Look, I got something to tell you.”

“Come on with it, then.”

Ore expected an apology. She downright wanted one. None of her boys had bothered to apologize when they told her they were all going to work for Punchee Wallop of the Five Faces. Wallop ran the labor racket in Junktown; he had all but put a price on Ore’s head earlier that very morning after waking her up with a beating. He did this because she had planned one bad job. And so, she had made plans to kill Wallop. Until this.

Konnor filled the pockets of his overalls with his hands. “I don't want you to get mad at me for telling you this.”

“Just tell me, already.”

“I'm just saying, you're gonna get mad. I just want you to know I know you will.”

“Will you tell me what you're gonna say?”

“Last night.” Konnor sat down on the table, facing Ore at an angle. “Wallop calls us up after the job went wrong. When Wallop calls us up, we go. You know? We go.”

“And he offered you a new job, and you took it, because you’re a bunch of two-faced—”

“—That’s not what I’m telling you about, all right?”

“Fine. Go on.”

“So we're in his big damn office, and he tells us to wait a minute. He tells us he’s waiting on a new piece about to come in. A new piece of tech, I mean. He means. Anyway. He's got to look at it and then he’ll sit down with us. He's got fifteen men waiting on him, all with clipboards and all of that, waiting for something to do.”

“Get on with it.”

“This kid comes in, okay? Starts doing all this stuff with Wallop's tech fists. Powering them up and such. You know, they can bend steel, they can punch a man so far a distance, all of that. At first, I think this kid is pretty young, but then I see his eyes—they're old enough. I seen his eyes, they're about my age, those eyes. And it’s important, okay, how old he is. Because this kid? He looks a hell of a lot like me.”

“So what? Lots of kids look like you.”

“Yeah. So do Georgeson. So do Jonesboy. So do Figueroa.” 

“What are you saying?”

“I'm saying...” he palmed the side of his head. “I’m saying, it ain’t no secret that you got yourself a certain type of person that you pick up. A type of boy. I sort of thought I knew why. Last night I found out for certain.”

Konnor was right. Ore was angry. 

“The hell are you saying to me? Just say it.”

“You said you had a brother. His name was Samson. He was good with tech, you said. Well this kid? The one tailoring Wallop's new fists? Samson. That's what Wallop called him. ‘Samson, touch here.’ ‘Samson, look at that.’”

Ore didn't say anything.

“He's alive. Your brother. In The Tower. He’s maybe been alive this whole time.”

Silence, then. Even the whirring eyebots outside seemed to get quiet. 

That goddamn Wallop. Her job, her Haulers, and her eye. Now he had her brother, or near enough.  Everything. Would he take everything from her?

Konnor stood up and headed to the door. The shack squeaked beneath him.

“If it was any other sort of job...if it was a job that maybe wouldn’t have gone against the Faces...”

“Shut up, Konnor. It’s all against the Faces. It’s under ‘em or it’s with ‘em. You know that.”

“All right. All right.” He opened the door. An argument had started down the street; someone lit a fire in a barrel on the balcony above her; an eyebot stopped, scanned the two, and then zipped away. “It’s a hell of a plan, though, Ore. A hell of a plan. And maybe I won’t get around to telling Wallop what’s what for a little while.”

* * * * *

Victor landed on top of a building somewhere in the middle of downtown. Always in cities, always on the tops of buildings. Never right where he wanted to be, either, always three or four blocks down.

Oh well. 

He unhooked the harness on his back, and the wings he glided down with evaporated into nothing. One-use only. Made from some electrified, synthetic spider nest or bug web, something like that. Somewhere, thousands of feet above, negotiating the narrow range between different strata of the atmosphere, was the mobile operations unit from which he had been deployed. On that jet were many people like him, doing their work for this mission. Surveillance. Reconnaissance.

A few moments after landing, he negotiated the rusty handles of a fire escape and flipped down to the street. A man, impressed with his aerobatics, shouted out and called to his friends to come see. That was bad—attention was always bad for one of Victor’s kind. 

He slunk away through an alley, pulling a tarp over himself from a dumpster. The action upended a few empty cardboard homes. Probably the people living in the cardboard had no better places to be—Junktown was not a nice place. Victor still gave himself solace, thinking these people would find something better, despite all logic to the contrary. This was a kneejerk response designed in the machinations of his expensive brain. Messes of guilt sprayed out onto the range of his thoughts from time to time. Each time, they slipped right off, like mud off stone in a storm.

At the far end of the alley a man approached him with a knife. His face all scarred and diseased, one eye running something yellow. His other hand was open, palm up. Knife, open palm; here was the balance of the world.

“Whatever you got,” said the man. “That fancy shirt, how ‘bout.”

“I've got nothing for you, friend.” Victor held out his hands. “Step away.”

He leapt at Victor, and Victor shot him. Thup thup thup. Quick as anything. Parts of the man splattered to the wall and trash behind him, landing in concise little circles. The knife clattered out on the stone. The man dropped to his knees and did a small pirouette, hands scrambling for what had been pushed out.

Guilt, again, and then no guilt, again.

The world was Victor’s office, and today was just another day there. At headquarters, people sometimes told him or asked him about how it must be tough being an assassin, but Victor wouldn't know. He had never been anything else—he had never possessed the conception that he might be something else. 

Victor walked out of the alley and headed East, toward the Dam. Once upon a time, St. Louis had been great—and then it had declined—and then it was great again, with the water boom. Now, helium was the energy of choice, and St. Louis was down again, worse than before. Maybe that was just the way with cities. 

This was his first time in this particular city. Really, he had not even spent much time in the Midwest. Largely he was deployed in Pan-Asian territories, or deep in Africa, places with bustling metropolises where economic limits were like bad rumors.

Taking a directive from his own internal sense of where the target was, he drafted a shortcut off the sidewalk and stepped down a long stairway layered with car doors—a sort of alarm system, in that the bending fiberglass beneath his boots would alert anyone he was coming. Victor didn’t mind, though. There were only gangsters about—and small time ones at that, not the big shots who lived in The Tower. Oscar, the target, was far away still, and he knew Victor was coming, besides. Oscar knew he was coming just like Victor knew where to find Oscar. 

He thought of the man in the alley who tried to stab him. Insane, probably. Certainly unbalanced. Victor had picked up over the years that other people had cycles of moods, rotating up and down, sometimes even in extremes. He had dealt with many angry people, many depressed people, many serene people. He had killed all kinds. Emotional clarity, or a lack thereof, was not much of a determining factor for keeping someone alive if they landed on Groove’s list of targets for elimination. 

There was a real list that spelled out who would get assassinated and who would not. Corporations excelled at creating lists. Victor had not seen it, however.

His own mood always was level. He was just built that way. Not a lot got under his skin; a prerequisite for his line of work. There were a lot of stressors in inter-corporational espionage. 

Victor didn't remember half the people he killed, and the other half he kept away from the focus of his thoughts. Sometimes, at night, he would think of these dead people, their faces and their deaths. When he did, something on the far end of his brain—some comforting, plush mammary of presence—pushed against his thoughts and told him it would be all right. All right. Everything all right.

Most of who Victor passed seemed to be part of gangs—even the folks in shabby suits carried suitcases with symbols etched into the leather or bandanas wrapped around the handles. It was just safer to have an affiliation. 

In his tarp, he kept himself low, still walking East.

With lots of targets, the location process could sometimes take weeks. Questioning the populace, running interrogations, sniffing out clues. Just doing this could tip a target off, as it had during Victor’s last mission. That target had been ready—he had been eliminated, but he had also killed Victor first. 

But there was no need this time for any long ordeal in locating the target. Victor knew where Oscar was. Every clone knew their own.

* * * * *

Today was Gary's day. He could feel it in his bones. Somehow, someway, he'd run into Ana. 

He dressed with vigor. Form-fitting khakis. A button-down shirt. His hair slicked back into a neato pompadour. Leather jacket hanging loosely around it all, hiding the outline of pudge that had been steadily building ever since he finished high school. 

He looked killer. He looked hip. He was neato, daddy-o. That was how they said it, right?

“Neato, daddy-o.” He said to his reflection in the mirror, frowning. “Neat-o, daddio?”

Probably there was a difference. There was a lot about being a jazzkid that he still had to figure out. He had hoped that inserting himself into the counter-culture movement would have been an easy way to find a place to fit in. All he thought he had to do was dress nice and do his hair all weird and complain about how everything was supposed to be free and how corporations were taking over too many parts of life. There was some damned philosophy to it, some lens that made it all make sense, but every time Gary tried to concentrate on it, he just let his thoughts turn off.

He would table the phrase until later. He had too much on his mind. He had Ana on his mind. 

It was odd how he kept seeing her all over town. With so many occurrences in a row, Gary started to imagine destiny acting as some cosmic zookeeper, coaxing the two of them together like bears in captivity. 

Just two days ago he saw her in the theater, ordering a popcorn. He'd heard the film was popular with her demographic and gave it a shot. The gamble paid off—he stayed in the back of the theater, in the corner, not even paying attention to the story. That night he coaxed himself to sleep, remembering her face, covered with the spiraling lights and shadows from the screen. 

Then there was last week, the sale that had been on in the mall out in the county. He sort of wanted a new data slab for his screen, and he figured, why not? She might be out there. That was all it took to get his legs moving out the door. Gary lived in the middle ring of St. Louis—the densely-populated suburban university area between Junktown and the outer county. To get to the mall past the roadblocks, he passed through seven layers of security and gave up half of his monthly allowance from his science fellowship, but he saw her, buying shoes. Worth the expense, just for that. Just to see the tanned lines of her legs slide into those high heels. He would have paid more for that image. 

Of course, he didn't say anything to her—she had all those friends around—but if she had been alone...if she had been alone...

He would have said something funny, that’s what he’d have done. “Man, last week all these shoes were only seventeen hundred credits...now they're on sale for sixteen fifty! What a bargain!”

No, that wasn't that funny. A little too biting. Too harsh a commentary on the state of commercialism. Maybe she liked buying shoes. Stupid, a stupid thought thinking that. 

But he would embrace the moment. Live in it. Make her laugh, ask her if he could buy her a coffee—it's been so long. How has life treated you past introductory particle physics? That's great. Wasn’t Reinstein a difficult professor? Right, me too. How did you end up doing in the class? That’s so cool. Oh me? I got an A. It comes easy to me, you know. But enough about that. I really like your hair, it shines so well. Et cetera. A perfectly normal human conversation to have with a woman who you would be in love with for probably the rest of your life. 

Of course, there had been misses. You couldn’t go out every single day of the week, looking to run into someone like an Ana Konopolis, and not have a few misses. For instance, he had spent all of last Thursday in the airport, trying to take care of his rudimentary robotic physics homework while he waited for her to show. He didn’t know why he thought she would show there—just a gut impulse. He had been wrong, and he almost got arrested for loitering. That would have dumped him in the gulag. He didn’t have enough money to pay for being arrested.

Today was a Wednesday. That meant he had time off from his university fellowship in the morning before starting his graveyard shift late in the evening to monitor the particle collider. St. Louis had one of only ten particle colliders in the world, but it was the last one that had been built, so most of the discoveries had been taken care of already. The collider was bought with the boom money and donated to the university, placed in an enormous skylab. 

Gary's job mostly consisted of taking notes, making sure the particle collider did whatever it was supposed to be doing. He didn't know much about it—all his interest and specialty was on the tech side of things—cybernetic enhancements, media screens, holograms. He didn't know everything about them, but he was trying. Gary had been something of a whiz with his father’s tablet growing up, always showing his dad some new way to access programs and the like. His success with that had encouraged him to devote his entire life to computer science—why the hell not? Seemed like a good gig. 

Truth was, it was a hard gig. It was not a good gig for him, but it was too late to back out now. Changing majors meant he would have to go before a tribunal and ask for more money to add onto his debt, and Gary couldn’t handle another tribunal after the first one, at his initial admittance to the university. They hadn’t wanted to give him a fellowship—he was not impressive enough. They were taking a chance on him; they repeated this to him through daily emails with computer-generated reflections of disappointment at his poor class progress. The university would have already cut his money supply off completely, except that if he stuck around another semester or two, they’d be able to legally sell him to a labor factory somewhere and earn back their investment that way. 

That is, unless Gary sharpened up his act. And he could do it. He just needed Ana on his side. That would fix everything. She would motivate him. She would make it all okay. 

There were a good twelve hours before he had to be at work. So, he devoted the first part of his day—up until about seven or eight in the evening—to organizing a random encounter with Ana. It would work. He would make it work, this time. This day would not be like all the other days. This day was Gary’s day.

He stepped outside. His apartment was on the seventh floor—a bit of a luxury, that close to the ground—but it was tiny. The balcony was bigger than the apartment by half, and he shared it with his neighbors. He wished, as he had often wished, that he hadn't sold his Dad's place, but it was no use. He had needed the money. Khakis, button-down shirts, hair product, these all cost money, and Gary had to look good if he was ever going to bag someone like Ana. No, not someone like her—her. Alone. Just Ana.

There was a tablet on the balcony, egressed into the stone behind a plastic pot full of plastic dirt and a plastic tree. The tablet only had a few operations—either sending for different kinds of food or calling for cabs. He had modified the tablet so that instead of waiting for a service to call him back, it sent a signal straight to whatever cab was available, signaling them direct to his apartment. There were a lot of how-tos on the net to teach how to fix something like that up—so much so that the cab and food services depended on them. The software workarounds and circuitry weren’t too hard to set up, probably a seven year-old could do it, but Gary had felt triumph that first time he made it work for him a few months ago, calling in a pizza that took up a fourth of his week’s budget.

Gary knew Ana’s boyfriend worked somewhere in Junktown—all it had taken was a few calls, pretending to be some businessman—so he headed to Junktown. His mother was there, in the hospital. He would stop and see her on the way, he supposed. Get a little bit of good karma in. 

The cab arrived and hovered down, lowering its guns after it scanned Gary and found him unarmed, except for the baton around his ankle. In a few moments, he was off. 

* * * * *

Before anything else—before the riot, before the flood, before the gap and the deaths and the fires and the pain—before all of that, Ana just wanted to get the hell out of Junktown. 

But she was stuck there with Raj, and Raj had all the bodyguards, so she couldn't very well leave on her own. Walk into Junktown without any protection? No, thank you. She had a knife on her, but that was hardly enough. The knife fit neatly in a small, luxury, Cardion-brand sheath at her side. 

The rest of her outfit was direct out from a fashion magazine. She wore tight black Cardion slacks and patent leather Aushwere ankle boots—attractive and stylish and perfect for inner-city walking. Her dark blue blouse was Cardion again (there had been a sale); already, she had noticed the way Raj had noticed how it cupped and clung to her body. He would have been looking a bit more, perhaps, but she wore her favorite Kadaya Sarin-brand leather jacket, allowing her a bit of modesty with the long sleeves and tight collar, despite the thinness of the material. Her hair, blond, was wrapped into a neat knot in the Sarin style. She was a woman dressed to impress, but she also was no tramp—she had her man. He liked her dressed in a manner that was attractive but not trashy. Ana knew what he wanted, because what Raj wanted was her entire life, as she saw it, from now on. 

They were inside the ground floor of a tall building. Cleanbots rushed around them, sweeping up dust, guided along by retrofitted eyebots that spied out areas of dust and disrepair.

“Here's where we'll have the lobby,” said Raj, opening his hands out wide to the open space.

Ana had the presence of mind to hold her tongue. 

What she wanted to say was, “Really, dear? Here in the first possible place that someone could enter from the street? That's where you'll have the lobby? That's so inventive. You're so smart.”

What did she say was, “Oh! It will look beautiful, I'm sure.”

“Perhaps we will hang up pictures of you, to make it more beautiful than ever, eh?”

“Oh, stop.” She blushed, an informed reaction. Men like Raj didn’t like for a girl to know she was pretty already. It took the power of validating her self-worth out of his hands. 

Ana was pretty. She was too tall, she knew, to ever be taken seriously enough as a real powerhouse beauty. She hoped in maybe a couple of years, when she was twenty-one and had safely stopped growing, that Raj would pay for some height reductions. Raj could afford such procedures. His chin and his jawline, for example, were entirely artificial. They suited him—strong, sharp lines of tech implants covered over with dark bioskin fabric.

Raj ran a business contracted under Trandam, which was under GenEnTo which was under Barbacoa which was under Woodflap, which was under the inescapable umbrella of Tri-American. With only four corps away from the tip-top, Raj was on his way up in the world. He was handsome, with a short dark beard that contrasted neatly with his tanned skin. He had dark eyes that glittered in the dark when he said nice things to her in his bed. She liked all these things about him—his eyes, his handsomeness, and most especially his ability to get her out of Junktown. 

His business, Choice Thought, offered choice consultation to the Tri-American folks in the surrounding region. Soon, powered by Tri-American’s money, they hoped to become a national entity. 

Choice consultation was an outgrowth of the overwhelming possibilities of entertainment and direction offered to the employee class. A person could spend every hour of their life soaking up just three channels of cable and never once watch the right thing. It was a sad state of affairs. When a person was required to spend a quarter of their income—disposable or not—on products sponsored by Tri-American, they wanted to make sure they were getting their money’s worth.

In an odd hiccup, Choice Thought was actually not sponsored as a product by Tri-American, so people could spend their money on the service assisting them with what to buy without actually burning up their requirement to spend. This was said to be a courtesy for the consumer.

Raj’s business had started with entertainment—what channels to watch, what shows to binge through. When that business picked up, Choice Thought expanded to other areas—places to eat, diets to maintain, where to live, what to wear, who to be seen with, who to date, where to go to school, what careers to pursue. The contracts were ironclad, and everyone who signed one also signed up to be a spokesperson for Choice Thought. Failure to comply, like failure to comply with any contract, sent a person off to the gulag. 

Choice Thought offered packages—you could buy singles, in threes or fives or bulk, even. You could tailor the kinds of choices, restricting them purely to social activity, for example, or gambling up and choosing economic activity or lifestyle choices. The first choice was free. Usually, Raj had explained to her, they offered something simple and guaranteed to satisfy. Dropping sugar out of a diet. Eating blueberries for lunch, but only the synth-organic kind. Things like that. Things with tangible, bodily results. This drew folks in. 

Feeling bored with their romantic life not too long ago, after more than six months of dating, Raj had suggested she buy a package. Raj told her to do things by suggesting them, but it was telling, all the same. This is how Ana wound up exercising more than she ever studied, and getting a regular new hairdo every other Thursday at the second-most expensive salon in town (Raj paid for half). As a result, so far, she felt tired most of the time, and also had begun to feel as though her appearance was some sort of doll’s game to Raj; a doll’s game that he portioned out to dolls higher up on the totem pole than Ana. 

Raj's business was very specific, very thorough. She knew that these activities he picked out for her were ones she enjoyed. She just didn't enjoy them yet, that was all. There were no errors by Choice Thought, simply errors by users.

“We’re really getting a lot of funding,” said Raj, gently inspecting a cleanbot as it brush-shuffled up a wall. “I just heard from Chairperson Howell that President Solap himself is highly invested in where we’re going with this.”

“That’s wonderful, dear.”

Automatic response, the tone filled with enough pride to let him know somewhere inside of her, she cared. Perhaps she did.

They approached a tall set of elevators with golden doors. Raj turned, smiling, his hands gathered in front of his waist.

“And this,” said Raj, “this is where you get off.”

“I’m sorry?”

He pointed at the entrance, winking. “You have to go, now. There’s a cab waiting outside.”

“Oh. All right.”

She was a little surprised. Usually when he asked her over during business meetings, she followed him around, looking nice until he wanted a break. Then he’d push her into a closet or a bathroom and make use of her and relax a bit. He told her she was good at that. Ana didn’t see how what she provided differentiated from something Raj could take of with his hands, but Raj was her first boyfriend. Perhaps this was just how things worked.

He took her hands in his. Smiling, still smiling.

“You and I, we’re just going on different paths.”

“What?”

Behind him, the elevator opened up. Three dark-haired girls with tech swirling around their beautified faces and tiny all-bust bodies appeared, softly cooing Raj’s name. They were high-class girls. Everything about them bespoke of a higher birth than Ana. They pushed in on his body—each of them appropriately shorter than him. She had been vultured. Her whole life, now theirs. 

“You're too small-time for my game, honey. Really, I just don't think you'll fit with my life.”

There were some more words after that. Ana didn’t know if she really heard them. Raj drifted into the elevator, mouthing for her to leave. Maybe he was saying it. She couldn’t tell—all that filled her ears was empty, hissing air. She wandered out into the street, pushing away the driver that Raj had arranged for her. He fell backward into the street and cursed her, spitting at her heels. 

Ana slipped and stumbled down the street, dazed, her future gone, pressing southward into Junktown.

* * * * *

“Hey, Smellson!” 

Samson ignored the jeer, focusing carefully on opening the box. He was twelve years old and did not want to screw this up. Being twelve was important, and people took the things you did seriously, so long as you did them well.

“Smellson, hey!” The Crowboy banged his crowbar on the dusty ruins of the factory line where they had set up the six crates from their haul that morning. “Don’t blow us up, okay? I don’t want to die with your stench clogging me up, yeah?”

Again, Samson ignored the other boy, trying to concentrate as he eased his longtool through the gap in the crate before him. He very well could blow himself up; he could blow them all up. Inside the GuaranTech crate he tinkered with was a copbot. 

Copbots blew up all the time. If their main processors or power source were damaged, they blew up. If they were being captured, they blew up. If they ran out of ammo and couldn’t refill within about ten minutes, they blew up. When they blew up, they incinerated everything in about a hundred foot radius. The warehouse was not big enough for the Crowboys to keep their distance and still work in the role of protection as they had been hired. So they were in the blast zone as well as Samson.

The copbots, deactivated, were precious and valuable. Strangely, they were valuable precisely because they were so hard to deactivate. A copbot was made almost entirely out of self-healing nanotech, and with enough time, it could repair from almost any wound to its metal shell. So, to keep this sort of power out of the hands of the gangster conglomerate that ran Junktown, the Five Faces, and any other sort of competitor, the copbots had a very liberal self-destruct mechanism. 

This is what Samson worked against. As far as he knew, he was the only person in the entirety of Junktown who could deactivate a copbot safely. He had done it twice before; after giving his notes to his boss Jackson Crash, the work had been outsourced. Crash was one of the Five Faces. He ran the tech in Junktown; he ran it because he had Samson working for him. Samson worked for Crash because he’d die before doing anything else.

Normally, Samson worked in his workshop in The Tower. But after Crash had outsourced the work for deactivating copbots, four warehouses in a row had blown up, all due to Samson’s successors doing shoddy work. Now he was back on the job in the middle of Junktown. The warehouse was one of many in the enormous slum, abandoned long ago after the water boom died down. You could argue there was a sort of system of illegal subsidies for the warehouses—gangsters paid to keep them from being demolished so that they could continue to use them for illegal activities such as what Samson was doing now.

Holding his breath, he rotated his longtool into the box a little more, waiting for it to catch.

A soft gasp, a sigh, and then then the box banged open on the line. Samson let his breath out slow. Underneath, the copbot was all folded up, accordion arms wrapped around its legs, head between its knees.

“Good job, Smellson! Just five more to go!”

Samson stepped away from the line a minute to wipe his face with a cloth. A great deal of sweat had gathered on his brow, his cheeks. Samson loved to work with tech, but usually it didn’t put his life in so much danger. He longed to be back up in the safety of his room in The Tower. 

Is that what you sweatin’, baby? That you gonna die? Don’t sweat that, baby. We all gonna die. You could die just later today.

You won’t die, though? Right, Crash?

Nah, baby. You done me good. I ain’t gonna die.

That memory wasn’t doing him any good right now.

He flopped the cloth down against the line, glancing over at the Crowboys. See, he wanted to shout. I clean sometimes. Just when I need to, that’s all. Most of the time he was too busy to clean. There was so much work to do. So many people wanted to hurt Crash.

“Hurry it up,” said Garrett, their leader. “We don’t have all day.”

“Yeah,” said Samson. “I know.”

Samson hoped for a little more courtesy from Garrett. He had, after all, been the one who installed that tech eyepiece on Garrett’s head. With that eyepiece, Garrett could monitor heartbeats of people around him, see through walls, and perhaps most valuable, he could mask his identity from eyebot scans. It was professional grade, that work; it was masterpiece level, just like anything Samson installed. He installed bits for all the Five Faces and for a great deal of the boys in the corps underneath them. That was part of his employment.

Samson’s tech, through Crash, got outsourced to the other Five Faces to help their business. To Harry Bones, Entertainment; to Punchee Wallop, Labor; to Nicolai Petrov, Enforcement. Not to Drugs, though. Samson didn’t make anything for Max Bones, and Max didn’t need Samson’s help anyway. Drugs sold themselves.

The copbot’s head was spherical. From a distance, it didn’t look like it was made of many pieces, but it was. You just had to tilt it until the light caught it correctly so that you could see them all. 

“Come here,” he said to Garrett. “I need your help.”

Garrett hesitated, but not very long. Couldn’t show weakness to his whole Crowboy corporation, after all. He was the CEO. The Crowboys were a sub-corp, but a sub-corp to the Tower direct. Not one of those damn regular gangs running around like the Hooters or the Argentines—the Crowboys had a real bookkeeper and everything, were listed in the Five Faces directory of sub-corps. 

The Five Faces weren’t a corporation, of course. They didn’t need to be. They were sort of like the Tri-American of Junktown, except that Tri-American was also the Tri-American of Junktown.

“Hold this here.” Samson handed Garrett a flashlight.

With the light, Samson could see easy now—line, line, another line, and each line a segment of the copbot’s skull.

It took some effort and elbow-grease to crack open the cranial compartment. He was cautious with it at first, so hesitant to break anything. It could kill him, and then who would protect Crash? 

You won’t die, though? Right, Crash?

But as it always happened when working with tech, he found his rhythm and his pressure, intuitively knowing just how much to push and prod and pull. Most things were built, especially when built by mega-corp engineers, with a sort of proportion. The way the finger joints moved would not be all that different from how the head tilted, or the elbow ratcheted, and so forth. And as he explored the copbot, he found this to be true of its cranial parts as well. It was much as the same as the other two he had explored.

His fingers worked through the wires and liquid meshes layered in the head cavity. Wires, nanos, wires, nanos. Each with a color, each with a purpose. It was above Samson’s knowledge, still, but not beyond it. 

Intuition guided him as it had the previous two times he made this happen, and without Samson knowing which of the little clicks and small tugs made it happen, the robot  began to hum slowly. The bot’s eyes and mouth opened, and the warm, off-green light of a scan washed over Samson.

Garrett, thrilled at the early success, let out a shout and clapped Samson on the back. From the force of that, though, Samson’s hand plunged deeper into the copbot’s cranium. Some hot goo spilled on his hand, wires clanged together. A brief shower of sparks erupted, burning Samson’s wrist.

“Attaboy, Smel—er—Samson!” Garrett coughed. “Nice one. Really.”

The other Crowboys clapped appreciatively. Samson pulled his hand out as quickly and as gently as he could. When he had done this before, the copbot’s eyes would go green, scanning for friendly interactions, and then wait for instructions. If no one said anything within a few minutes, it would power down to idle. But this one’s eyes had turned yellow, and now blue, now red. It stood up on the assembly line and fell backward like a drunk, its arms willowing about as it bumped hard into the assembly line, bending the steel.

Garrett let the flashlight follow the copbot around. “The hell is going on, Smellson?”

Samson sighed. Already back to that. 

“I don’t know. When you hit me, my hand, it just—”

“Don’t blame this on me. What did you do?”

“I don’t know.”

The copbot’s eyes had turned bright red—it opened up its coconut-shell mouth and let out a long, piercing wail. It was calling for help.

“Oh no,” said Samson. “I can fix this.”

He rushed to the flailing copbot, grabbing on its back. He stuck his hand into its cranium again, pulling and tugging, slipping his fingers through every kind of wire. He pulled and pushed, hoping for change. Finally, the copbot seemed to power down—but then it collapsed on top of Samson.

“Help!”

No one came to help Samson. Outside, tires screeched. Shortly after that, the distinct metal clump of copbots could be heard. And not just copbots—voices. The voices of hacks. Cops in copbot armor. Triumphant music blared out from the speakers carried in their tech.

“You are goddamn kidding.” Garrett slammed his crowbar down. “We got to get out of here.”

The Crowboys all started to run. It was too late. 

The hacks and the copbots busted through the walls, big metal hockey players layered in guns. Firing holograms filled the warehouse, readying all trajectories. Samson, trapped under the copbot, prayed it didn’t suddenly turn on and give away his position. Given enough time, he thought he could squirm free—but only if he had enough time.

The hacks and copbots fired bullets and force pops out at the Crowboys. Garrett splattered across the wall in a wet spray, body liquefied. The rest of his compatriots were gunned down in less than five seconds—torn in half by the firepower of the hacks.

And that was that. Stomping and whirring, the hacks and copbots swept back into the truck they arrived in, leaving the cargo behind. Samson heard them confer for a moment before leaving—they were worried about the rooftops, about being exposed. They had firepower but not numbers, and even a hack's force gun ran out of charges eventually. Samson knew this—had reverse-engineered one or two of the guns in his time working for Jackson Crash and the Five Faces. That was how Crash had one in his tech suit, now, the same suit that Samson had developed from the two copbots he had activated and then stripped down and reassembled. So long as he could, Samson would keep Crash safe.

You won’t die, though? Right, Crash?

The hacks pressed some kind of button and all the crates started beeping. Cold realization swept over Samson. Without time to load up the crates, the hacks were just going to blow them up. 

Their truck squealed away over the sidewalk barricade, leaving Samson in the warehouse, alone with the beeps and the corpses of the Crowboys. He struggled and twisted under the copbot, but he couldn’t get free. 

Faster and faster, the beeps approaching their end. This was it. Gone in a fire. 

The only thing left that he could reach was the inside of the copbot’s open cranium. Maybe he could make it get off him. One wire angled around. Nano gel shoved into one edge. Circuits scratched, twisted. Maybe he could...

The copbot on top of Samson powered on. Green light scanned the whole warehouse, its head swiveling.

“Hey, Citizen-in-Peril!” Its voice warm, mechanical. “Stay still!”

And then it fell on top of Samson once more.

* * * * *

On her way to the old Baker Hotel, Ore stopped at a small shack half-buried in the mud. The patch over her empty eye socket, plain black leather, itched a little. Close to the Dam, the shack had nearly sunk into the ground completely from the wetness overflowing. Her tech hand was primed, whirring for action.

Maybe a dozen yards away, at the broken pavement of the street corner, three boys hit each other with sticks, yelping and growling. 

Whack, whack.

In one motion, she busted through the roof of the shack. The tech on her hand was crude, pistons and gears, but it worked. She slipped inside, pushing through the mud. It came all the way up to her belly-button. A cold relief from the day, though the shack smelled old inside: old and hot. There was death in the mud, lingering from all the poor dead sods unburied in Junktown. 

Her hands trailed from rafter to rafter, searching.

Somewhere. It was somewhere. 

Finally, her hand caught on something small and metallic. The size of her big toe, just about. She held it up, letting the light from her holowrist show the small, metallic planetoid shape.

It was the acorn. It was his acorn, the one he gave her. It wasn’t an acorn really, of course, but the metal shape had the look of one, narrowing down at the bottom.

You couldn't bury anything you wanted to hide in Junktown. With how often the Dam overflowed or sprung leaks, the wet ground was awful as a hiding place. If it didn't push the buried objects up, then the muddy ground would shift and swirl and move, moving the object somewhere else entirely. 

No, anything you wanted to keep hidden, you had to keep held out of the ground. 

People on the street, if they wanted to be found as wise or smart or just knowing more than the other person, said that it wasn’t a proper dam at all—no electricity produced or anything like that—just a wall to block the water. The river used to be much lower, but now it was high, and likely to be higher and higher still as the years went on and the world continued to heat up. Put up in a month, that was the brag about the Dam. With as much water that seeped through, and as soggy as the ground around it had become, Ore could believe it. She spent the first four years of her life sleeping in one place and waking in another—the muck floor of her shack shifted in the night. 

The muck of this shack. This is where her family had lived before moving to The Tower. Ore had never adjusted to Tower living. So many rules. They said do it their way, and be a success—but none of the Five Faces had ever followed the rules of anyone but themselves.

Ore hadn't checked on this acorn in a long time. Used to be, she checked it every few weeks. Then every few months. Then once a year, on the date her family died. Lately, she had even let that sag.

She had just started running the Haulers when her family was shot down. She had been out in the market, haggling over the price of a new gas lamp. A runner came to tell her that her family was dead. She abandoned the market, leaving all her money on the table. Fifteen minutes later, she had made it back home with her boys—Konnor and all the rest. Her family. They were fine. Cursing herself for a fool, she promised she would make the runner pay the next time she saw him. A con. She thought she had been conned.

Two days later, she did see him, and then she went to work on him. He had a busted lip and a bloody eye before he was able to let her know her family had died. Her family; her mother, her father, her brother. All three. 

All she had left of them was that acorn. She kept in a safe spot in her home, at first, but then when she kept moving homes real sudden because of gang wars and switching corporate sponsorships and so on, she decided hiding it would be safer.

She had only met Punchee Wallop twice. Once, a couple of years ago, when he broke her arm and took her eye. And then earlier this morning, when he broke her gang apart. She did not know which was worse.

Ore lifted herself up out of the mud, her bottom half dripping wet. Down the street, those boys were still fighting each other with sticks. 

Whack, whack, whack. 

Punchee Wallop had been keeping the life of Ore's brother from her. 

So she was going to find her lost brother Samson. And God willing, she would take from Wallop all the life that he had taken from her.

* * * * *

The hospital was no place for a person, and Gary’s mother—even though she had hardly been a person in Gary’s life—was no exception.

The inside of the hospital was largely automated, though most of the robots and processes were more than a decade old. Ten years was an eternity in the time line of medicine. 

It was a fairly safe building despite its location firmly in the middle of Junktown. It was virtually the only building in Junktown supported by mega-corp money at all (or at least, traceable mega-corp money). As such, DNA scanners on the outside prevented anyone who was not an employee, a patient, or a patient’s family from entering. The outdated processes of the scanning system had caused quite a few deaths in the past—sometimes it took hours for the system to update itself and recognize new patients (who had to be entered as such in Tri-American’s global network, based in Brazil), all the while poor saps with head wounds or hemorrhaging or strokes slowly died on the concrete outside the impenetrable steel doors. 

Hospitals—even the nice ones—were treated like airports, with almost no one getting in except the ones who were making the trip. Exceptions were made for the families of the critically ill, which is why Gary made it inside.

Of course, he wasn’t allowed in the room with his mother. Not even the doctor was allowed in there. When she had arrived, they had sealed her in, her room like some hermetic bag. Now the doctor and Gary stood outside the room, looking through a window. Gary’s mother could see him, her hand moving weakly in greeting. He waved back, trying to smile. Groove had the cure for her condition—some kind of blood disease, Gary hadn’t bothered to learn the name of it—and Tri-American didn’t, but what were you gonna do? The world was crap sometimes.

The doctor had a screen in his hand, moving lasers and balls of light around on its surface. It looked like a video game. There was a running point tally in one corner of the screen. But for every motion he made, the robots in the room responded and acted in kind—casting radiation over Gary’s mother, pushing hot circles of light on various parts of her, poking and prodding her with long, ungainly utensils that looked both flimsy and dangerous. 

There had only been a few occasions that Gary could remember having his mother in his life. In a way, you could divide up his life into sections—there was everything up until his mother got promoted, when he was five. Then everything from that point until he went to college. To celebrate that, he had been required to spend two whole uncomfortable weeks with his mother, celebrating on the tropical beaches of Memphis. The whole time, he had been unsure of how to act around her. He didn’t even enjoy the nightly companions she bought for him that much. At least she knew well enough to buy him women, though.

The next period would have been everything from college up until he had met Ana in his second year. And now...now...now, he was firmly in the period of Ana.

And his mother was dying.

It wasn’t that big of a deal, he told himself, rapping his knuckles against the border of the window glass and the hospital wall. It wasn’t that big of a deal at all. He had hardly known this woman. Why would it matter if she left? 

She had helped him, of course. She had sent him money regularly, every month. Between her income and his father’s, Gary had led a rather privileged life. They lived in a thousand square-foot apartment with a view of the river. He didn’t go hungry, and he had all the games and films he wanted on his screen. 

His father’s death—now that was something to be sad about, for sure. Gary was no real stranger to murder or violence. You couldn’t live as close to Junktown as he did and not see it spill over sometimes, especially during the nights and festivals. With his baton, he had even broken a few bones—a skull, an arm, a rib. Fights broke out over small things in the bars he frequented when he was feeling too lonely to think about Ana. Sometimes it was better to float into a bar and let the multicolored lights and the wide range of sports overwhelm him. Rocket racing; break boxing; wrestling. They were all good ways to escape. 

In the bars, sometimes girls or even boys approached him. They liked his jazzkid look. He tried to ape the jazzkid aura, the buzzwords. Corporate hegemonic something. The terrible class warfare of the anti-Marxist blah blah. The insufferable cruelty of the debtor's prison system, in which the private corporations were doing whatever-and-such. Usually, if the other person was a jazzkid, all Gary had to do was start a sentence and they could finish it for him. It was easy enough to get by, to just pretend like he pretended he was actually good at science, like real people were good. Gary could fake it well enough with drunks or with people who knew nothing, but that was about as far as it went. 

Being a jazzkid was perfect for Gary. Even the people who were good at it seemed like fakes. He could fake it and seem competent or make it seem like he was pretending to be faking at being competent, which the jazzkids loved. All that meta crap. They ate it up.

Ana would cure him of it. He would abandon the jazzkid stuff for her. She would see how much he cared when he changed everything for her—even though that was all he had ever wanted to do.

She understood him. She knew what it was like to be a Gary. 

The first day he met her, in Professor Reinstein’s class, he had been lost. The auditorium held seven thousand students—an introductory course like that, it was expected for there to be a lot of students. Advanced classes were more intimate, down to just a few hundred or so. Among so many faces, it was impossible to find a seat. The professor cleared his throat at the podium, tapping his microphone, expecting everyone to take a seat. Gary shuffled and stuttered up the steps, looking for any respite from the embarrassment of being the only one standing.

And then a young woman had raised her hand. “There,” she called. “There’s a spot.”

Gary squeezed through the thick mass of bodies to make it. The young woman on the row above him smiled. He thanked her. She was pretty enough. He could talk to her after class, maybe—hey, thanks for the help, I was really getting worried, and you were just such a sport—and then he saw who was sitting next to him. 

Her name all over her notebook, “Ana.” The most gorgeous woman he had ever seen. All thoughts of the other girl melted away. 

“Close one,” said Ana. “You almost didn’t make it.”

“Yeah,” said Gary. “I think they were about to turn on the lasers.”

“Lasers?”

“You know. To fry me. For standing.” He smiled.

After a beat, Ana let out a little laugh. She didn’t say anything else to him for the rest of the class. It didn’t matter. They had said enough. They belonged to one another. She got him. She laughed at the joke. That was all he needed to know.

Fueled by his righteous love, it wasn’t long before he had set up a study group with her and a few others. Ana only came to three of the dozen sessions they had arranged. Gary understood. She was busy. Her fetching outfits had given him plenty to consider while he waited to see her again.

Pressing his hand against his mother’s window, Gary tried to smile reassuringly once more. He mouthed, very obviously, “I love you.”

He didn’t. But hell, why not pretend? At least for her. Poor girl was dying. She mouthed something back, but he was leaving. He wouldn’t stick around for her to try and have some weird pantomimed conversation. 

Twenty minutes later, after a thorough decontamination process at the exit, Gary was out on the street. Get ready world, here comes a Gary.

Trash swept through the street in front of him, a long gust dancing papers and bags along. The place where Ana’s boyfriend worked wasn’t too far from here. A block, maybe two. Gary had his holowrist ready, with emergency numbers only a few screen presses away. He had made his deposit already on police rescue for the month—a necessary expense, as trying to track down Ana always landed him in so many strange places. Until the police arrived, if he ended up needing them, he had the baton on his leg. 

An eyebot swooped by, circling and scanning, flanked by a pair of guardian waspbots. Gary frowned and waited for them to pass. He watched as they stopped and twisted their trajectory, staying in perfect formation, and accelerated hard upwards. Maybe returning to home base for a refuel.

He crossed the street, not waiting for the signal. He was surprised the stoplight even worked this deep into Junktown. Once again he reflected on the police, hoping that he would not have to call them at all. That would cost so much money. Besides, he’d much rather find Ana under duress and save her somehow, maybe with the baton. Maybe with his skills, however limited they were. Maybe just by some wonderful, intrinsic part about himself that he didn't even know about yet.

Wouldn’t that be something? To have her thank him, and know his name.

* * * * *

“Hello! Citizen-out-of-Peril!” 

Samson rolled awake. Smoke filled the area around him, but the fire had mostly burnt itself out. Cheap warehouse manufacturing. 

Above him was the copbot, eyes blinking green. It rested on its accordion arms, accordion legs, joints in its tech skin flattening and folding up.

“Citizen-out-of-Peril! Do you need medical assistance? I cannot call for it. There is malfunction. But we can attempt to move to a hospital. There is one seventeen blocks in that direction.” The copbot pointed, stopped, and then pointed again in a different direction.

“No,” said Samson, getting up on his knees. “No, it’s fine.”

“Fine! Good. Fine is good. Safety Protocol Two-Four-Five-Seven worked! It is experimental. There were many discussions in research as to whether a copbot’s exterior could be made to withstand the fireburst from the self-destructing copbot’s interior. Headquarters will be glad to know this experimental feature worked.”

“Yeah,” said Samson. “Okay. Good.”

Around him, the warehouse smoldered. The heat pushed down into his lungs. Anything left of the Crowboys was long gone. All five of those copbots, exploding at once...

And why hadn’t this one gone up too? Why was Samson alive?

“Citizen-in-nebulous-Peril! We must exit this area.” The copbot waved its arms like it was directing traffic. “The heat may eventually cause you to perspire in some hours. Safety is a priority.”

“Yeah.” On the ground near him was a heated piece of stone. Samson kicked it and it fell apart. “Probably so. Okay.”

They walked outside of the blast zone of the warehouse ruins. The robot picked Samson up at one point to cart him over a smoking barricade. When they were back on the street, the asphalt melted down and still cooling, the copbot looked down at him, expectant.

Did it want a thank-you? Did a copbot want anything?

“Look,” said Samson. “I’ve got to get back to The Tower.”

“The Gateway Tower! Home of nefarious business. A great many gangsters. Also, poor people.” It paused, one eyeflap winking at Samson. “Those are the future gangsters.”

“...right.”

Samson began walking back to the Tower. It was a four block stretch to get there. 

“You must stop! Citizen-approaching-peril! The Tower! The gangsters! The poor! That is not the place to go.”

“You’re in Junktown, partner. That’s the only place to go.”

The copbot took this all very seriously. He followed close to the side and behind of Samson, like a dog or a lost child. Samson realized that probably he should have been taking precautions to make sure this was what happened—he would want to bring the copbot to Crash, after all. But the explosion had rocked him, and his thoughts were still dazed. He did not notice the homeless scattering out of his way, or the stoop-crawling gangsters not saying a word as he passed. Before, he would have been grateful for this behavior. In the wake of the explosion, of the death of all the Crowboys, Samson only processed that the day felt like it was getting cooler. 

The way into the Tower from the ground floor was through the parking complex. All the other entrances—the entire first couple of floors of the Tower—had been overfilled with junk and debris to block anyone coming up that way. One of Petrov’s ideas.

Inside the parking complex was the Storey Corporation and her blockade. It was wet and dank, nowhere for the water run-off from the Dam to sink down into. The sewers were blocked up most of the time, and only one grate in five blocks even worked. Fixing that was an ongoing pipe dream of Petrov, who lived for efficiency, and Wallop, who wanted to spread the jobs around.

At the top of the ramp leading into the stairway that led into the Tower was a line of scrap metal and sandbags, a few spare handguns rigged up and attached to the metal with pipes and wires. Ornamental more than functional, hard to reload. Behind the blockade, all crossed arms, were mean folks who Samson had little patience for. The copbot at Samson’s side filled the dark and shadows with scanning holograms, looking for threats or innocent people to kill or whatever it was copbots did.

The leader of the blockade into the Tower was Tasha Storey, the CEO of Storey Corp. She was a large woman, her body a meat locker, swinging cow carcasses for arms. Around her were the Storey Boys—some her younger brothers, some her children all raised up to serve, and others just strays she had taken in. Twelve of them in all. They all carried thick metal pipes in their waist bands and belts. Each pipe was covered in chain. A trademark of theirs. 

Samson, once upon a time, had been scared of Storey. Her face was the stuff of scary folktales, all teeth and not enough nose. But Jackson Crash had set him straight.

“Come on baby,” Crash said to him. He called everyone “baby,” or “sweetie” or “honey,” except for women, whom he universally referred to as “doll.”

“You gotta know, baby, that a racket like that looks more than what it is. She gotta let the folks in who gotta be let in—they can’t pay rent ‘less they’re inside. So that doll, she get to act real big and wield that big stick and whatnot, but she only do what she told to do, like any other dog. There ain’t no skill to a wall. Ain’t no meanness. Wall just a wall.”

And like any wall, there was a way around and there was a way through. Samson did not feel like going around today. 

Storey stood up over the sandbags. “Is that a copbot you brought into my place of business, Samson?”

“I suppose so.”

“Yes!” shouted the copbot. “P-L-Eight-Four-Five. Fresh off the line. This one’s name is Samson.” He clapped Samson on the back. “He and I are partners.”

Storey gave Samson a surprised look. 

Samson shrugged. “You heard the bot. Partners.”

“You two cause that racket out there? I heard an explosion.”

The copbot clapped its hands. “Yes! There was fire and a bigger fire and I saved Samson’s life. It was exciting. We won against the fire. We beat it. It was, respectfully, an episode worthy of the database.”

“Good for you.” She looked at the copbot for a moment more, and then at Samson. “It ain’t gonna blow up, is it?”

“I don’t know.”

“I can’t let it in if it’s gonna blow up.”

Samson sighed. He wanted to lie down. He wanted to slide into his space on the floor and curl into a ball for a few hours.

“Crash is going to want to see it,” he said.

This was a big deal for Samson, to be able to use Crash’s name. He knew it, Storey knew it, and all of Storey’s boys knew it.

“He can come down here, then.”

“You want to tell Crash that?”

Storey shifted, uncomfortable. “I could. If I wanted.”

“Well, how about you don’t want to, today?”

“You wanna get in here, I’m gonna wanna look at that thing. Make sure it’s safe. How about that? Like I said, I can’t have nothing blowing up in my Tower, now.”

More like, she wanted to look through all the parts and see what she could salvage for her own tech. Because of her rudeness, Samson had never agreed to work on Storey or any of her boys, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t get work done. There were lots of cutmen in Junktown—surgeons with passing knowledge of how to graft tech to people’s bodies. Two of the boys had teched-up arms—hydraulic strength enhancers, looked like. Another had night-vision goggles screwed into his skull, and still another had his metal pipe attached to his forearm in a sort of rolling mechanical holster. Samson could do better work than anything they had. Storey had no tech of her own—she didn’t believe in it, she said—but that didn’t mean she couldn’t see the value in selling off good parts. 

Samson wanted to show the copbot to Crash. It made good sense. That should have been the plan all along, ever since Samson made it out from the warehouse alive. An operational copbot, and one with some definite peculiarities. This would be valuable to Crash, that was for sure.

“You can look through it all you want, I guess,” he waved nonchalantly at the copbot. He hoped she didn’t see how much it meant to him—she would be more likely to mess with it then. “But down the way there’s five or six more boxes with even more stuff that’s all yours. Probably lots of copbot tech. I don’t think the fire got everything.”

The copbot chirped disagreement. “The fire got everything, Samson. That is what the self-destruct flashes of the PL series do! It is one of our finer features. We also have grappling hooks, metal parachutes, ejectable storage—”

“Stow it, will you?” Samson clanged his fist against the copbot’s shoulder. “Clearly, this thing doesn’t know what it’s talking about. You oughta go check the warehouse. Or hey, go check the Crowboys’ hideout. They’re all wiped out. I’m sure you could help yourself to their stash.”

That got their attention.

“All of Garrett’s boys?”

“Yup.”

“The Crowboys?”

“Those are the ones. They’ve got plenty that’s in need of some...whatever it’s called. Redistribution of wealth. Go have at it.”

Storey motioned to her boys. They set to work, opening the bladed, spiked gate for Samson and pushing past him. As Samson crossed past Storey, she grabbed his shoulder—covering it with her big meaty fingers.

“That’s a dangerous load you got there. You want any help getting it up?”

He shook his head. Better not to risk any of Storey’s boys with him while he traveled.

“All right then. Good luck with that. You tell Crash, now. You tell him I helped you.”

“Yes’m.”

Samson walked past her to the stairwell and began his long ascent.

* * * * *

It had been a bad day for Ana so far. It was going to get much worse, but she didn't know that yet. 

On her mind mostly was contradiction. The sun was shining, some birds called out distantly from the trees littering the streets. She would have liked to pretend they were singing for her, but that was silly and dumb and beneath her now. It was a warm day, encroaching on hot but not actually hot, and this disappointed her because hot would have suited her just fine. It was nice when the temperature matched your mood.

So yes, contradiction. She did not like the contradictions. Ana had been raised to believe everything had a place, and in those places, everything should match. Even her shoes matched her purse, the gold buckles of which were the same material as her earrings. 

She stomped down the broken sidewalks of Junktown, St. Louis's premiere hellhole region. Every building was a shell—and if someone lived inside the worn-down brick and soggy, bloated wood corpses around her, then probably they were paying rent to a gangster. She knew that Junktown had once been something special, a well-to-do neighborhood with a different name, everybody under the protection of the water industry, but that was well before her time. 

His words still trailed from one end of her stunned mind to the other. 

You're too small-time for my game, honey. Really, I just don't think you'll fit with my life.

That she didn't fit was the whole point—where Ana did fit was being a pretty face at a nowhere university that was putting her family into a steady stream of debt at the tune of six figures a year. If she was lucky, she would pay the debt off by the time she was fifty—just long enough to make her wonder whether she would be able to retire at eighty-six. 

But the real whole point, really, what it really was, the true point, was that she wasn't lucky, not anymore. Not without Raj.

And what if nothing fit? Had Raj considered that? Had he considered about what part of her would no longer fit without him? If she didn’t fit him, then he didn’t fit her, that was only common sense. Like inflatable puzzle pieces, pushed out to their capacity when one piece was removed. 

Yes. When something didn’t fit and had to be removed, then the remaining pieces had to be exaggerated to let themselves fit better in this new definition of the puzzle. Someone could live like that. Exaggerated into normalcy.

If she were to look up—and she spent most of her time not looking at anything besides the streets and alleys all around her, trying to keep her bearings and her wits about her—she would see the Gateway Tower. “The Tower,” as they called it. All broken and spiraling upward, like the finger of some gaunt, decrepit giant. Air ducts and piping spread like vines all along its outer-edges. Probably just the cost of building one floor of that place could have paid for her entire education. Built more than twenty years ago, it had never been finished, and so never used as a haven for business like the industry leaders had intended.

Someone tapped her on the shoulder from behind. Immediately, all her adrenaline spiked—mugging! Rape! Death!

Gary?

“Hi, Ana.” He smiled, reassuring. “You look upset. Can I help you? Where are your bodyguards?”

She slipped her hand out of her pocket, where it had been resting on the long knife that her mother made her promise to carry with her when she was in the city—armed guard with her or no. 

Gary didn’t know it, but Ana had been ready to slice him from pelvis to shoulder. Well...sort of. She had never done that sort of thing before, but her whole life her parents had been telling her how pretty she was and how she would have to fight for her life one day when someone tried to rape her. It was not a question of “if” for them, but “when.” And Ana, even though she tried to fight their neurosis, often couldn't find the holes in their logic. She was pretty. She probably was going to get raped someday. Sometimes she even wished it would hurry up and happen so that she could view it as something in the past. And why wouldn't she? The alternative to being raped was owning up to the fact that she wasn't pretty enough to be raped—and that was unfathomable for Ana. It would mean every opportunity she held would be gone.

She knew Gary as a sort of stare-heavy creep from some class a year or two before. There had been a study group he organized that she stopped attending when it had just been him and a trio of other such stare-heavy types staring down her shirt. 

The problem was that he—and the rest of his study group—weren’t rich or anywhere near it. No connections to Citizens. Otherwise, Ana would have been much more forthcoming. Her first mistake was going to an actual study group. The good study groups, the ones she was now a part of, were more about socializing. They paid others to do their homework, to take their tests. Anyone that actually needed to study for success was too blue-collar for Ana’s needs.

To keep up appearances, she had hired her own small team of homeworkers and testers. They had graduated from college already—in fact, working as a homeworker and tester was the number one job opportunity for a degree in Liberal Arts. As such, Ana didn’t have the budget for a regular guard to follow her around—and anyway less than twenty minutes ago she had been with Raj anyway, who lived his whole life under guard. 

Everything was unexpected. Gary was unexpected.

“I—I don't know. I'm just walking. Going home. It’s not all that far.”

He looked surprised. “You don't have a ride?”

“I did. I just—no, no ride. Not anymore. He offered one, but I didn't take it.”

Had she imagined it, or did Gary’s eyes light up just then?

“He?”

“Don't worry about it.” She looked around at the broken, shelled-out buildings nearby, the masses of spurious overgrowth brought on by the Mississippi's constant swell through the Dam. Behind her, an oak had lifted a house up off its foundation. The top of the tree was a bare stump, chopped short for firewood.

He was tall, paunchy, and with a horrible curled hairstyle that he took from singers back in the twentieth. A jazzkid, though not with the sort of original flair that sometimes made them cute. He was doing it because he wanted to be noticed, because he wanted to get laid. He took it on because it was a personality to have that didn't ruffle over his own basic template, not because he felt it.

He was a poser. Ana tried not to hold it against him. She was one as well—or so Raj had informed her. Her thoughts regressed again. Was her poverty, her lack of status, really that transparent? 

If only she had gotten those height-restricting implants when she was seven. Then, none of this mess would have happened. Short girls had everything they wanted. That was what a man wanted, a shorter girl to own. Now Raj had three of them. Ana should have insisted. She should have started biting her mother’s wrists until she got them. It had been cowardice to stop at just standard tantrums and starting fires with their furniture.

It was well-known that the only real way to gain some elevation in the world was either through talent or beauty, and even then you had to be noticed. And Ana had been noticed...and found wanting. Shorter girls got her job.

Change the subject.

“What are you doing down here?” she asked. “This doesn't seem like your place. Don't you live near the university?”

“Don't you?”

“Yeah.” She shook her head.

Home. That would be a dream right now. There was nothing better she would like than to be back in her apartment. A spacious four hundred feet, loaded with amenities. If there was anything the university provided, it was nice, ample living space. 

At times, she suspected it was only so good to keep her in a lull about the price, about the lack of choice in the classes available. Why would she ever need particle physics for an Arts degree? Pointless. So long as she was comfortable, so long as she could just escape from this ragged chunk of hell she walked through and glide into her bed, turn up the nozzle on her good dream gas and buzz out with a tab or two of vodka, this could end up being a reasonable day.

Gary was staring at her, waiting for an answer. Who knew? Maybe he was just staring to stare. He was the type.

“Sorry,” she said. “My boyfriend, my...I was here with a guy. He's buying out a building down here for his choice consultant firm. The property is so cheap, you know.”

“Choice consultant?”

“Yeah. You know these people, they've got so much going on that they get choice paralysis? A friend of mine, Alijah? She told me was doing a paper on all that. The paralysis, I mean. Anyway, my boyf—my ex, he's setting up a firm that offers choices to people. There's bulk packages, and they split them up between types of decisions—entertainment, food—though they even go up to marrying and which corp to choose.”

His eyes widened. “Wild.”

Buildings leaned into each other, groaning under their own weight. In the past, some had fallen on top of one another, and the Junktowners simply strung down the sagging stony carcasses with ropes and cables, building on top and over and around. A kind of urban pueblo town, all around them.

She nodded. “So, what are you doing here?”

To be nice, to obey society’s rules of conversation, was the only reason she asked. She did not actually care. He was, she was fairly certain, crushing rather hard on her—and this was why running into him “by chance” in the middle of Junktown, where no one in their right mind would go, was more than a bit unsettling. 

Gary flustered for a moment, shoving his hands in his pockets. 

“Well, it's a bit of a story. I'm sort of embarrassed, actually. I was on my way to see my mother—she's sick—”

“Hold up,” said Ana. Anything to stop him from talking. “Do you see that?”

A small, compact black woman in tight dark criss-crossing rags rushed at them from across the street. There was something dangerous and intense about the way she moved. She had a teched-up hand and the ragged mess of her hair hung to one side of her head, partly covering her eye patch. 

The woman moved at them like a wrecking ball, like a thundercloud, like an unhinged cannon. All movement, all loaded with horrible potential. Ana's stomach straightened out and twisted, all of a sudden a wet rag. 

“Move,”  she said.

Gary and Ana moved. The woman walked past them to the building beyond. A squat thing with kind of an arched overhang above the door, patched together from metal and branches. It had chains on the doors. Tech hand whining, whirring, the woman tore the chains off.

“She can’t do that,” said Gary. “Hey!”

He had a baton in his hands. Why in the hell did he have a baton in his hands?

“Hey, you can’t do that! That’s not your property.”

For some reason, he tapped the woman on her shoulder with the baton. The way you might take a stick to a snake. She turned at him, slow. She was shorter than him; in that moment, to Gary, there was no doubt she was a giant.

“The hell did you say to me?”

Roaring, Gary rushed at the woman, baton held high, and she shoved him hard to the ground, using his momentum. He sprang up swinging, the baton rat-tatting off her mechanical hand, and then they were grappling. Grunting. Shouting. Push and tug. Hands locked around one another, they stumbled through the rot of the doorway and into the abandoned building behind them. 

Ana moaned in surprise. What the hell was happening?

* * * * *

Samson and the copbot were on the sixteenth floor. He stopped on one step to take a rest, looking at the copbot. Expectant-like, it looked back at him, coconut-half-jaw agape.

“So you called us partners, down there.”

“Yes. You did it first. I agree with it.”

"That's swell. So, P-L-Eight-Four-Five—"

"That is my name."

"Right. It's sort of a mouthful. Since we're partners and all, can I just call you Partner?"

The copbot gave a little hop.

"That is so great. Yes. Do that.”

“Good. I have a question for you, Partner.” 

“Shoot!” The copbot laughed. It was a bouncing, eerie sound. “Don’t actually shoot, though. I would have to shoot you back.”

“Okay. Well. You haven’t exploded.”

“Not yet! It could happen whenever, though. Explosions abound! They are in the fabric of my understanding.”

“...Okay. I just meant, well. Can you still self-destruct?”

“Ah. Let me check.”

The copbot stood ramrod straight for a moment, its eyes blinking and rotating through the color wheel. Then it stopped and shook its head.

“I cannot. I’m afraid we’ll have to get that fixed. Can you fix it? You fixed me.”

“I fixed you?”

“Yes. Everything was scanning and colors and sirens, and you shouted that you would fix me, and I was fixed.”

“...Right.”

Samson, despite all his knowledge of the artificiality of the intelligence of the copbot, felt a little bad. As far as he knew, copbots were designed to kill on command. He had guessed already that somehow it relied on its communication with its headquarters to be directed around. Now it was following Samson in order to...

“Why are you following me?”

The copbot frowned. “I’m not sure how to tell you this, but you were caught in an explosion. I saved your life. It is my duty to ensure that you remain alive.”

“But, I fixed you already, right? Doesn’t that make us square?”

“To save a life is a great responsibility, Partner-Samson. It is not a game of tic-tac-toe.”

That was enough resting. Samson stood up and they continued.

Samson wouldn’t call himself any sort of an athlete, but he was in good shape. The first thirty floors of the Tower had no elevator. Samson lived on the hundred and forty-fifth floor. Anytime he wanted to go outside—which was several times a week, trying to scrounge up more tech for Jackson (and to a lesser extent, the other Five Faces) to use—he had to climb up and down those thirty floors, step by step. Sometimes the stairs got awful crowded with people. Over thirty thousand people lived in the Tower.

More than twenty-nine thousand of these lived above the thirtieth floor. Almost all of them worked in The Tower as well. Some of them worked direct for the Five Faces, creating drugs and tech and lewd entertainment videos, or running finance and inventory. Everyone else had satellite offices with Tri-American. 

Everything beneath the thirtieth was a sort of slum, a sub-slum to the slum outside in Junktown. It was safer, maybe, than living on the streets, but there were no rules and no one was technically allowed to be there. Every few months, Petrov and Crash would organize a raid, usually using Petrov’s attack dogs, and flood out anyone they didn’t want around. Drug addicts, mostly, pushed back out on the streets. Over time, the addicts would land enough money to bribe Storey to let them back  in, and they’d have a place to use in peace. Then they would run out of drugs, be unable to leave without having to bribe Storey again to return, and so they would resort to mugging the Tower residents for cash. Then, Petrov and Crash would organize another raid. 

So far, in their ascent, none of the addicts or the tent-living tenants had bothered Samson and the copbot. They did not live in the stairwells, though, so avoiding them was not so much trouble.

There had been a pulley system on the outside, once upon a time. It cut down on the travel time up the stairs by half. Petrov didn’t approve of it though—too big a security risk—and wanted to have it cut down. Jackson Crash agreed with him, as he often did, and in typical Jackson Crash fashion, he cut the pulley ferry down in the middle of a particularly busy day. Nineteen people fell to their death. Six more were crushed.

Crash was big on supporting Petrov, and so he was big on security. The elevator at the top of the thirty floors—the gateway to the rest of The Tower, was guarded by his absolute elite. Samson was on good terms with them, as he had provided and installed all of their tech. They had no cyber-rejection, no slim-shingles, none of the normal and expected adverse consequences of getting street cuts. No skin loss, no muscles growing up over the skin around the edges of the tech. So, even if Petrov’s guards didn’t like Samson, they protected him.

At the next floor, Partner pointed at a warning sign that said the structure of the stairwell was weak.

“We must stop here.”

“No,” said Samson. “Don’t sweat that. I went down them this morning.”

“I can see them,” said Partner, scanning. “They will fail soon. My weight will be too much for them. We cannot go up this way.”

Frowning, Samson looked at the door that opened into the seventeenth floor.

But on the seventeenth floor, there were no squatters, no drug addicts, no muggers. There were just dogs.

Petrov kept them starved. That way, anybody he needed torn apart would get torn apart. 

True to the crime lord’s intent, Samson feared Petrov. He was, unofficially, known as the Face of Fear. Why wouldn’t you fear him? Just last year, Samson had installed a brand new face mesh over the caved-in half of the horror of Petrov's head. 

In his time in Junktown and The Tower, Samson had witnessed many living nightmares. Petrov’s head, the way it was, the left eye all sunk into the bridge, sitting on a sea of scar-tissue, was one such nightmare. Samson had installed the new face mesh with some trepidation, knowing Petrov would not hesitate to torture and then kill him if he made the slightest error with his tools. Nicolai Petrov was the only one of the Five to be named Face for life. All the rest had to regularly run for re-election. As such, he had little fear of making new enemies.

Technically, he was the Face in charge of enforcement, but in Junktown, good enforcement came down to fear. You were not to call Petrov the Face of Fear, not in person. But even so, Samson had heard around the Tower that Petrov would get angry if people stopped referring to him like that when he was not around.

Everyone was a contradiction. 

Samson didn’t like meeting the dogs, but he had done it plenty of times. He had read that dogs could be friendly, so long as you treated them right. And Samson was always at a loss for something that was friendly to him. He carried treats in his pockets. They would sniff at his hands and lick him sometimes. Even hungry, they weren’t so bad, just temperamental.

He opened the door, slowly, and then stopped.

“Listen,” he said to Partner. “There’s going to be dogs in here. You can’t kill them, okay? No shooting. No matter what.”

“Do not shoot the dogs!” Partner boomed. “Okay!”

Now the dogs were awake. Wonderful.

As they entered, heads began to perk up, curious. The dogs wouldn’t attack straight off unless Petrov ordered it, or if they were bothered, or if they were really hungry. Samson had seen all three in his time—had seen the way the dogs worked together to take down grown men, tearing away their calves and ankles while weighing them down at the arms. Then teeth in the throat, and then the hot spray of blood everywhere. He was in Petrov’s presence often, fixing his tech and taking notes on ideas that Petrov wanted implemented. Being in front of Petrov for any amount of time usually meant watching someone die. He could be severely cruel when he wanted to, though there was never any pleasure in it. People respected cruelty, that was all. 

There was blood across the floor. Bones, too. It was always a gamble coming this way.

One dog approached him—a tall shaggy mastiff, ribs showing. Something twisted in Samson’s chest, seeing the clearly defined bones of the big dog, but he could do nothing about it. He didn’t even dare give the dog a name, as dogs died so often. But he knew the dog, and it clearly knew him. 

He held out a treat. The mastiff barked at attention, pushing forward. Giving the mastiff the treat, Samson reached forward and scratched it under the ears. The little morsel was gone in a flash, swallowed without even being chewed.

Partner, following suit, tried to pet the dog as well. The mastiff yelped and then bit at Partner. Its teeth scrapped over the metal forearm, drool slobbering down. The dog seemed surprised even as it continued to clamp its jaw. Partner looked up at Samson and then back down at the dog, jaw open in a sort of crooked metal smile.

Samson took Partner’s free hand. 

“Come on. There’s a ways to go yet.”

* * * * *

Victor found Oscar’s hideout in the middle of Junktown, as he was told he would. 

He stood across the street from the small, sturdy-looking shack, which was reinforced with steel beams and windows made of bulletproof-glass. Every so often, sounds of shouting would spill out—indecipherable gibberish, the kind that a drug addict would yell out in a rage. Or, the kind of fearful polemic that someone would make a recording of to keep people away. 

The sense he had of Oscar’s location—something buried in his head somewhere, letting him know in a distant way where Oscar and twenty-three others like him were—was strong but not exact. The intel he had was similar—inexact. Victor’s headquarters had a general idea of where to find Oscar—and so in this way were not much more useful than Victor’s own homing senses. 

But Victor’s instincts told him that a normal shack in the middle of the town—buried beneath pillars and rows of other such shacks and apartment complexes—would not have steel support beams on its outside, nor bulletproof glass windows, nor complex tech made-up to look like decaying wood lining the doorway. 

“I think I’ve got it working now. Hot damn! Victor, are you there?”

Victor pressed a hand to his ear. “Hello, Mike.”

He could talk without speaking, moving his vocal chords at very low frequencies. This was something trained, something bred, into Victor. One of many such capabilities.

Buried in his ear was a very small transmitter. It permitted Victor to communicate with his base, which orbited in the stratosphere around St. Louis. No doubt, Tri-American knew the Groove aerial fortress was there, just as Groove knew of all the Tri-American aerial fortresses around their own cities. It was a common business practice—a gentleman’s courtesy—to allow the fiction that all these fortresses were hidden. Victor always operated in a rival territory with the assumption that his presence was well-known to said rivals. Even so, it often didn’t matter. Corporate bureaucracy limited security officers from acting on rival corporate agents without quite a lot of paperwork.

Sometimes Tri-American didn’t even need to try to sabotage Victor’s missions. With so many corporate devices competing for wavelength in a given area—and with Victor an employee of Groove, chock-full of Groove technology—often his transmitter wouldn’t work on its own in a Tri-American zone. Luckily for Victor, he was mostly biological. Even the bits of him that weren’t living tissue were powered by his biology. Not much of his body relied on software or transmission. 

But some, yes. 

“You are right on top of that mothersucker, as far as we can tell. Good on you, son,” said Mike.

“I know.”

“Smart man! Nothing past you. Okay. Also, there's another thing I gotta tell you.”

“I already know about the data slabs. I’ll have them for you.”

Oscar had been spying on Tri-American for Groove, which meant he had a great deal of software and information about both corporations. In the world of bi-corporate dominance, selling out to the other side was a given. It was understood. It was downright encouraged. The higher-ups didn’t know how to trust someone who wasn’t bought off. 

But Oscar had done something taboo—he started selling to a third party. Someone outside of Groove, outside of Tri-American.

That had to stop. And in the meanwhile, all the data he had mined from Tri-American from his time in St. Louis was still worth quite a lot. 

“Good, good. But there's another thing.”

“Okay.”

“It's a doozy.”

“Okay.”

“Maybe you should sit down. Are you sitting down?”

“Tell me what it is.”

“Hot damn! Always on task. I like that about you, Victor. Okay, get on task with this: there's a quake coming.” 

Victor almost stood up. It had been a long time since he had been surprised. “What?”

“An earthquake. Off the charts huge, goddamn! The whole San Madrid fault is sinking to hell and back. That city is going to be a disaster area.”

“You couldn’t have figured this out before you sent me down?”

“No, Mister Smarmy Pants, we could not have. That is why all eleven billion dollars of you is down there currently.”

Matter-of-fact Mike. Mike the Moderator. Middling Mike. 

“The alarms are going to go off soon. Five minutes? Ten? Son, you don’t have a lot of time. We’ve tampered with the systems a bit. They should already be sounding, but we needed to give you more room to work. Hot damn,” Mike chuckled, “it is going to be a wild goddamn place down there. The alarms’ll cause a big rush of folks everywhere. Madness! Pandemonium. Slowing you down, what not, all of that. Explosions, I expect.”

“Right.”

“How many explosions you think? We're putting in an over-under. I can mark you down for fifty.”

“Don't bother.”

“All business! Goddammit, that's good. All right, son. Once those alarms go off, it’ll be too late. The quake’ll be here. Well, not here, thank god! Down there. With you. So, hurry.”

Less time for alarms meant less people evacuated. The fact that more people were going to die for this mission—for Victor, essentially—slid right down his back like the deaths of so many others had in the past. 

Victor considered for a moment. “What about extraction?”

“What a question! The answer is that we’re working on it. Something—a new defense code, maybe, or maybe the incoming quake? It’s messing with our systems like hell. Normally, we’d have it figured out in a few hours, but you don’t have that much time. You’ve got to get out of range of the interference. Up, most likely.”

“And Oscar’s body?”

A valuable commodity, potentially.

“Don’t worry about it. He’s likely just to slow you down. We don’t want to lose two investments today.”

Victor could put it together pretty easy from there. “Take out the target. Get the data. Get to high ground.”

“Hot damn! You got it.”

There was a short blip, and the small pressure of the open line faded from Victor’s skull. 

High ground, huh?

The highest ground around was the Tower, of course. It would take him a good half-hour to get to the top if everything went as well as possible. 

A half an hour was too long by a lot. He was going to have to ride this quake out no matter what. 

Time to get Oscar, then.

Overhead, a police transport flew by, copbots hanging down on mechanical tethers. Spotlights shining through the smog. Did they know about the quake, readying themselves to help? 

Robots were probably driving the transport. Did a robot know anything? 

Did a clone? 

Useless thoughts.

Carefully, Victor tossed a stick and then a rock across the threshold of the small fortified shack. No response. If he had the time, he would have perhaps picked up someone off the street and bribed or coerced him to move through, catching all the trap flak. But he didn’t have the time. 

With a bit of unintended flourish from his makeshift tarp-cloak, he rolled through the opening. Nothing. Okay. He let the tarp fall. No more need now that he was inside.

He turned a corner and something stuck hard into his side. Thrums of movement reverberated in his body.

Some kind of spike. Victor groaned, sliding himself off of it. It went in about the length of a thumb joint, which was more than enough to send feelings of queasiness to his belly. It popped out slowly, little trails of blood following and leaving red drool down his side. His rib cage on that side was all metal, lucky for him, otherwise the spike might have broken something. 

In front of the stairs was another tripwire—connected to a bomb or another set of spikes, maybe. He cut the wire with his force gun: thup thup. Downstairs he found Oscar, already with his hands up. He looked a lot like Victor, just with messier hair and a massive collection of acne around his cheeks, trailing down his neck.

Oscar had set himself up a nice little base. Computer equipment lined the walls, built into the foundation of the earth. Hard to detect with sensors—but not impossible. There was enough computer tech there to do almost anything—including spy on Tri-American for a very long time.

“You don't have to do this,” said Oscar. Sweat beaded down his forehead.

Victor shook his head. “Come on. Really?”

In Victor's world, Oscar was known for his slippery loyalties. This meant a lot of rationalization, and a lot of rationalization meant a lot of bargaining with the world. And Victor was the entire world, approaching on Oscar, expecting its due after far too much debt had built up.

“You shouldn't even be able to do this. I mean, I knew someone might came after me, but someone from the Alphabet? You can't even hurt me.”

Victor had two guns. His other was strapped to his ankle. They were both of the same design. The guns fired small pockets of very dense air coated with clouds of carbon. People called it a force gun. It made a very tiny sound, thup thup, when Victor shot Oscar in the knee. To follow, Victor tossed Oscar's head against a nearby cabinet. His teeth fell out in droplets.

“Oh god.” Understanding lit up in Oscar’s eyes. “You're Victor. I thought maybe Charlie o-or Kilo at most, but...hey man, I'm an investment! You can't just kill me...”

Victor shook his head. “Of course I can. Where's the data?”

For a few moments, Oscar looked as if he was going to play dumb. Victor raised his pistol up, ready to hit him. 

“God, okay. There. Right there, in the drawer.”

Victor found the collection of black slabs and attached a small disc to the top of one. A green hologram floated up. Approval. Task completed.

“You chose the wrong team, Oscar.”

“Man, don’t you get it?” Blood seeped down his clothes, filling up his shoes and then puddling outward. “I wasn’t playing for anybody. Just playing the two teams against each other, that’s all. What else do we got? What else does anybody have except trying to pull just a little bit of wool over their eyes? They own all of us. Every part. I just...” Oscar shook his head, spitting out blood and another tooth. “Fingers in everything. Even if you didn’t come to kill me, they were gonna kill me.”

Victor had heard it all before, and he didn’t have time for this. 

“Okay, then.”

Overhead, he heard creaking and shouting. Busting, breaking noises. Then the wall caved in. He dived out of the way, dodging the two falling bodies, but the debris knocked against him hard all along his left side.

Victor, groaning, stood up, favoring the one side. Oscar groaned too, the two fallen idiots right on top of him. A man and a woman, both young and bleeding from scrapes they took in the collapse.  The woman had one eye and tech all along one arm. The two had been fighting, maybe, and came in through the bad masonry of the wall. 

It was time to get out of here. He shot Oscar in the head—the blood and bone softly shuffling out of his skull—and limped quickly to the stairs.

“Oh my god!”

Victor stopped. At the hole, where everything had caved in, was a beautiful young woman, hand to her mouth. But she was beautiful in...in a way Victor didn’t understand.

In the course of his job he had come across many women who were probably more beautiful than most of the others in the world. At the one-percent of the one-percent mark, beauty entered into an arena where even the slightest flaw marked someone down for being chosen by the most wealthy. Trillionaires never had wives over the age of thirty, and if they did, these women were supported and surrounded by such an amazing array of implants and tech that they could have funded the GDP of whole countries, back in the day when countries actually existed. 

This woman wasn’t that kind of beautiful. Her hair wrapped around her shoulders, a loose tangle. She was...she reminded him of something. In the way that a sunset would sometimes tug at his heart, in the way that he could not listen to rock and roll without pushing down the sensation of his bouncing legs. Something about her was wrapped around him, already, and seeing her had only woken that part of him.

He put his gun away. 

“You need to get out of here,” he said up to the woman. “You need to do it right now.”

She stepped down through the rubble, staring at Victor with a challenge in her eyes

“Or what?” she asked. “Are you going to kill me? Fine. Kill me, then. I’m poor forever. I don’t care. Nothing matters when you’re poor. Haven’t you heard?”

“No. There’s...there’s an earthquake. Very soon. We should go.”

It struck him, this “we” he employed so casually. Still, she didn’t move—the young man underneath her in the rubble tried to glom onto her leg. Victor stepped forward and stomped down on his face.

Watching this, the woman half-sprouted a protest, and then stopped. She smiled for a moment, and then stopped that as well. Victor grabbed her.

“What’s your name?”

“Ana.”

“Okay, Ana. You really want to die?”

“No. I was being—”

“It doesn’t matter. You want to get out of this town?”

“Yes.”

“Then follow me, and let’s go.”

She cooperated without any trouble or backtalk. A woman well-accustomed to being told what to do by a man in charge. He knew this about her; instinctively, he knew it.

Outside, he put a hand to his ear. “Mike? Mike, are you there?”

There was no response. The debris had probably damaged the circuitry somehow. Sometimes excessive noise overloaded the circuits. That wasn't supposed to happen, but that was the way with technology. Always frequent with wonders until it was dead weight in your head.

“Mike, I'm heading to the rendezvous. I have the data. I'll see you in thirty minutes.”

This was, he knew even then, rather wishful thinking.

* * * * *

“This is my room,” said Samson. “Don’t break anything.”

“No way.” The copbot slapped its metal fists together. “Only if there’s a bad guy’s face, huh partner?”

Samson’s room was larger than most others on the floor but still smaller than he wanted it to be. The ideal would be a whole floor, maybe, or even a whole building. Just some cave of a warehouse where he could build whatever he wanted with no interruptions. If he could have an entire floor, man. He would have whole assembly lines set up, and working ones too, not like that junk down in the slums. Weapon after weapon, armor after armor, and Crash would never get hit by anything nor worry about anything neither. 

But he had a room, layered and layered again with circuitry and with parts, with jars full of free-floating nanos eating away at each other and reproducing like mad. Nanos were the lifeblood of tech, all its uses. The way it integrated with the human body, the way that it could rebuild and adapt. 

Long systems of pipes and vacuum tubes ran across the ceiling—Samson needed cooling, heating, freezing, boiling at different intervals and all of it immediate. The room next to his produced climate creation for the entire floor, but eighty percent of its usage was dedicated to Samson’s work.

Long tables, all of them loaded down with metal scrap and organizing bins of nuts and bolts and screws and so on, bordered the walls. He loathed that he had to have space for a toilet. 

He did not have a bed. He did not want one. Most of the time he slept on the floor, clearing away whatever rubbish was beneath him. Crash could die while Samson slept, so why risk enjoying sleep? He might do it too often. 

Samson had been sleeping, after all, when the men came in and killed his parents. 

No sooner had Samson closed the door than did someone knock at it—slammed, really, demanding entry with physicality. Directly after entering, Samson had piled junk in front of the door to make room for Partner. Now he had to move it aside again.

Crash. It would only ever be Crash at Samson’s door.

Jackson Crash was the type of man who filled every room he entered, even one already overfilled like Samson’s. In a crowd of hundreds, he would be noted by nearly everyone as the most important person present—this even if no one knew who he was. In a one-on-one conversation, he elevated himself to something like an avatar, a deity, a demigod—knowing and handling. Seen it all, done it all. Show me what you got. His charisma wrapped others in his wake.

His nose was just slightly too big for his face, hanging down like the edge of an executioner’s axe. The rest of his face—his jaw and eyes—seemed streamlined in toward the middle, angling out his head. He had a tall, wiry frame, covered over in an expensive suit that looked made of silk. Samson knew it was really all tech—knew that in an instant, the silk appearance could alter into a series of interlocking plates that offered Crash complete protection.

It was a one-of-a-kind item, and because it was the first of its kind, it had so far broken down often. So many moving pieces couldn’t help but get in the way of one another sometimes. The suit required updates and maintenance almost every day, but that was okay by Samson. He liked the work, and it kept him useful to Crash. It kept Crash alive.

“You need to clean this mess, baby.” Crash kicked at the junk still piling over the door entrance. “You gonna get buried in here.”

“It’s all right. I’ve got plans for all of it.”

“I can hire someone for you, baby. Someone good with this. Someone careful.”

“It’s all right.”

Crash frowned. He disapproved, but it was not a topic where he was willing to exercise his will. He had enough on his mind without worrying about Samson’s mess. 

“My hand’s locking up again. You’re gonna fix it for me.”

“Sure, Crash.”

Clearing a table off, metal clanking and dinging, he put Crash’s hand down. It was half-formed into a long, piercing blade. This had been a problem in the past. As armor, it was almost flawless, but Crash had wanted to weaponize it as well. That was harder. 

“Goddamn, baby” said Crash, looking up at the copbot. “I heard you had a morning. I didn’t believe it, to tell the truth.”

“We both had mornings,” said Partner. “They ended thirty-eight minutes and forty-two seconds ago. Forty-three. Forty-four—”

“—I got it, baby,” said Crash. “That thing all right?”

“I think so. Its processor seems to have been altered in some way. It’s...friendly.”

“Friendly? A copbot?”

Samson finished with Crash’s hand, whirling his tools back into his belt. 

“Tell ‘em, Partner. You’re friendly, right? A good dude?”

“Yes. Anyone who is a Good Dude also has nothing to fear from me. Gangsters abound though. We are in The Tower, where from the bad men of the city come.”

“Is that what they tell you?” asked Crash. “Who’s the baddest of them all?”

“As in, most dangerous? Nicolai Petrov, by most accounts. A thought-criminal, capable of much revolutionary action. His methods are exacting and cruel, and—”

“That wet sock? Ah, baby.” Crash clanked the shoulder of the copbot. “You see what they tell folks? Petrov. Who’s second-best?”

“Second-baddest?”

“Yeah, same thing.”

“Second-best is indeterminable from my data. Samson here is clearly the first best that I have seen. Second-worst would be Punchee Wallop. Seventy-two murders are suspicioned under him in the database, and—”

“That’s enough.”

Samson, unable to stop himself, asked, “Do you want to ask him who’s third?”

A dangerous glint entered Crash’s eyes.

We all gonna die. You could die just later today.

“You know what, Partner? I gotta talk to my boy here. That all right, baby?”

“Yes! Privacy, very important.” It leaned over to Samson, in a voice that was no doubt intended to be conspiratorial. “Do not worry. No doubt your privacy is being secured at a database in North Dakota.”

Partner stepped out of the room. Crash turned and slapped Samson. It was slow, cold. With as heavy as the suit was, he did not have to put much force behind the blow.

“Third, huh? That what you say, baby?”

“I’m sorry, Jackson.” Samson tried to stand up, head ringing. Crash would get even madder if he stayed on the ground. He’d call Samson a coward.

You could die just later today.

“What, baby?” Hand raised up again, this time with tech spilling over the fingers. “What? What you call me?”

“I’m sorry, Boss Crash. It was a mistake, Boss Crash.”

“Mm. Sort of like when you got my Crowboys killed, huh? And now Storey’s boys too.”

“What?”

“Storey’s boys. You sent ‘em into those booby traps of the Crowboys. Didn’t you know about them?”

“No.”

Samson was mortified. He hadn’t wanted anyone to die today. And now there were more.

“Well. Storey thinks you did, baby. That ain’t good news for you. Someone’s got to talk that woman down. I thought maybe it should be me, but you seem to got such a mouth.”

“Please, Boss Crash.”

Crash waited.

“I got the copbot. You saw how I got it. I can, I don’t know. Whatever you want with it, all right? I can add on to it, maybe. Give it those rocket packs—”

“I want it melted down, like the others.”

“Really? It can...it talks, though! Didn’t you see it? It could be a discovery. If we had someone who understood artificial intelligences...”

“I know all the hell I need to know. It’s made of valuables, but all unrefined. Sort of like you, baby. You saying I ought to melt you down instead?”

“No, Boss Crash.”

Crash stepped to the door, shaking his head.

“Copbot that talks. What I want with a copbot that talks? The whole damn appeal of the things is that they don’t talk back. My engineer gets all excited about taking away its best feature. Goddamn, baby.”

He shut the door behind him. Partner stayed outside, not called in yet. 

Several minutes went by with Samson just looking at the door, feeling alone. There was no one for him to turn to in this place except for Jackson Crash, and he wasn't much more to Crash than...than...he didn't know. Not much more than a tool, like the many strewn about his lab.

He picked up his blowtorch, tapping it against his knees.

“I wish...” He gripped the metal harder, pushing in dents in his palms. “I wish...”

He knew the words he wanted to say. He knew them better than anything. They cradled his thoughts as he went to sleep; they were the tidal forces behind every wave of tears he ever had. They tightened every screw on Jackson’s suit. He slipped down to a junk-infested corner, putting his head in his hands. 

Go on, he dared himself. Say them. Say them. See what changes. Go on, you loser. Say it, say it, say it, say it—

“I wish I could have somebody.”

There. Out of him, now.

He took a breath and called out to Partner; he told the copbot to come inside.

* * * * *

It is important, I think, to ensure we are all on the same page when it comes to the lay of the land. St. Louis at this time was a unique city, and its surrender to the corpocracy that shaped its destiny so extensively was never pre-ordained.

Through the course of my extensive research—and I tell you it was extensive—I have found that The Gateway Tower was supposedly one of those earthquake-proof buildings. But, rather than truly being a safety-measure against an earthquake, we can surmise via a number of sources that this manner of construction was adopted due to the fact that St. Louisians at the time were terrified of a nuclear attack. Enormous amounts of money and commerce flowed from their city hub due to their near-monopoly on the water boom (a result of the accidental discovery of the Mississippi River's incredible aptitude to create power for an entire generation—a record better explained elsewhere, by others more suited to the task). 

There was, in fact, so much commercial success that talk of secession was a regular part of the public discourse, and in some communities the inevitability of such a decision was taken almost as a matter of course. 

At some point, Federal money stopped flowing into the city (the Federal government itself absorbed by Groove and Tri-American), but it hardly mattered—everyone in the Western hemisphere depended on St. Louis water plants for energy. The stretch of St. Louis's influence stretched all the way up to Canada, following the Mississippi river, and the Rammin' Regulars—as the Missouri National Guard came to be called—came to guard every inch of the Mississippi's long stretch.

No longer was that the case at the time of the disaster which I have recorded in these pages. Tri-American’s grip was solid when the earthquake hit. With the bursting of the water boom bubble—replaced years before with potent combinations of wind and solar power coming in from every part of the world, all owned unconditionally by the powers of the mega-corps—St. Louis's power had diminished. 

There is the argument made from time to time that during this in-between period, when St. Louis ran itself and still resisted corporate dominance, the city was the last bastion of real governmental power in the United States. Even if that was true, it was a period like any other. By which I mean to say, it did not last.

Tri-American and Groove, seeing the fertile commercial territory of St. Louis, did everything they could to buy influence. First, bribery was the name of the game—which had worked well in nearby areas like Cincinnati and Kansas City. But any technology that these mega-corps could offer was already affordable by even the poorest of the city’s voting bloc, thanks to the leftover wealth from the water boom. 

Offers of Corporate Citizenship were dismissed as similarly useless, and the only real bargaining chips left were Corporate Shares—though neither corporation wanted to actually set that precedent. Corporate Shares gave individuals enormous amounts of wealth (and so therefore, in this time, power). Giving an entire city even fractions of a percent of a Share would make those denizens more wealthy than the rest of the continent combined. Today, we would find such extravagance thoroughly obscene; but, it is difficult to sit in judgment of another time.

The only real effect either corporation could hold on any population was on the city’s poor in Junktown, between the highway rings of the Divide and the long Mississippi Dam. Certainly, the corporations didn’t need the poor’s popular opinion—where was their money, their power? So, the poor became a tool—they were to be used to scare the affluent into doing what the mega-corps needed. 

Weapons were distributed amongst the lower class, and seminars organized on how to use them. Steel and plastic-eating bacteria were released in their living areas to degrade their slum conditions and make them that much more desperate. Plagues were created and medicines offered.

It was this last tactic that actually won the bidding war for Tri-American. They did something very crafty. Through a series of probably-very-brave counter-intelligence missions, they found out the nature of Groove’s cures and remedies—they knew, in essence, what Groove could and could not handle when it came to disease. With this knowledge, they unleashed a plague on the populace which had no actual cure that Groove could provide. 

On the surface, of course, the new affliction looked like your standard blood plague, boiling the body’s t-cell supply. Caused lots of bursting sores and ruined skin, a nasty business. Kendra Muldone, a journalist of the time, explains:




There was no place to hold public forums on how to handle the disease. Everyone seemed to want to do something different, and in the confusion of tactics, more and more people died. Eventually, the people shouting the loudest were the ones who called for sections of quarantine—the sick were no longer to be allowed outside. Every night, anyone left outside would be shot or otherwise killed. Every street corner was filled with corpses. You could smell them from beyond the Divide. When it was all said and done, corpse bonfires burned for weeks. We put the ashes in a monument, but the monument was melted by riots, later on.




After the plague hit its highest point, Groove strolled in with its cures—which weren’t cures at all, because Tri-American knew what methods Groove was going to try to use (a type of retrovirus that was very effective for other blood plagues), and so Groove only served to hasten the death of plagued individuals. On-the-ground reports indicate that people actually began exploding, their diseased blood flying everywhere, further encouraging the spread of the disease.

Citizens of St. Louis, many of them, were well-aware of what Groove and Tri-American were doing in their lab experiments with the poor. You can imagine our horror today at such a thing, when to be poor is divine. In our Republic, wealth is uniformly frowned upon; pumping homes and businesses full of unnecessary glut and currency are seen as the reasons for the considerable problems of the past, problems that we have tried to evolve from and escape.

But, in this time, the poor were many, and so they were utterly expendable. Compare that to today, when all are the poor, and so all are essential. It was a different set of values altogether. 

By and large, we have seen the merit of placing caps on wealth and, of course, technological study (even with however difficult it makes studying the history of the past and all of its holograms). But, as I said before, it is difficult to judge the governments of the past through the lens of the present. The long Petrovian revolution allowed us to consider that nothing impedes liberty quicker than a plutocratic technocracy, which is why we frown so deeply at the corpocracy today. Perhaps another revolution will change our opinions again. 

Not that I am encouraging one, mind you.

At any rate, this latest Tri-American tactic—the plague—scared the affluent like nothing before. When Groove failed to solve the problem, the affluent turned to Tri-American, who had a cure—a real cure—waiting in the wings. And so, Tri-American became the mega-corp that owned the city up until the Quake.

Through the course of creating this record, I was able to visit St. Louis in person. It was a long road, and to my enormous luck I was able to meet with many of the sanctified poor on the way who had memories of memories of their elders telling them the stories of The Tower's demise.

If you were to visit St. Louis now—or even if you live there today—you may find it difficult to believe, as I did, that the Gateway Toll Bridge, engineered by enterprising scavengers trying to set up one hell of a toll road, had ever been the Gateway Tower. At two thousand feet tall, it would have been at one point the tallest building in the continental Americas. 

In our time, now, St. Louis does not so much thrive or survive as it does exist. From the ramshackle lines of its borders, industry is gone, corporations are gone, economy is gone. People barter for living space and live off of travelers—either by trade or by the gun. There is not much reason to do anything else. Outside of the lines of the Republic, these unfortunate, undomesticated souls have not yet decided to cleave themselves to the noble principles of divine poverty.

In the period between the fall of the corpocracy and the rise of the Republic, with everyone so scared of another quake, St. Louis became a haven—as it had been long ago—for the more enterprising souls left in between the Atlantic and Pacific. Because of this, the area has become home to one of the more successful anarchies in the continental area, a collection of interconnected and interdependent democracies of little more than fifty people to a group. Each makes their fortune, such that it is, around the Gateway Toll Bridge in one way or another.

The Bridge crosses the chasm of the Mississippi Canyon expertly, far above the thundering river, with plenty of room for two-way traffic on bike and foot. There are even extra dug outs for rest stops and picnics for travelers floating or riding by. The only hint that the Bridge had once stood, in fact (as it was long ago stripped of its surplus of glass and various electric components, as well as all metal plumbing and piping),  are the intractable, twisted edges of steel from the foundation sailing skyward on the East side of the chasm, now uprooted forever after it fell in the San Madrid Terror.

But the Gateway Tower did stand, once. 

And it did fall.

II

Disaster

––––––––

This is how the morning went for Ore:

It did not go so well. 

She woke a little before dawn with three men dragging her from her small home near the Dam.

“What the hell happened?” they asked her, kicking at her back. “Where the hell is our money?”

Always questions, never answers. 

Nobody ever dragged anyone out of their homes to give them answers. Wouldn’t that be something. I know where the money is, punch smack. Here’s where we buried your family, punch smack.  In her dreamy, half-awake state, even while being pummeled, this is what she imagined. 

She tried to grab them, her tech hand whirring and snapping, but they knew her game and stayed well out of reach. More blows landed—though it felt like they were taking it easy on her. Thugs like these—she recognized them by face and by reputation more than name—thugs like these could have taken her out easy. They could have killed her in the night if they were going to kill her. This was about sending a message.

Finally she grabbed one, caught him on the ankle and tripped him up. In two seconds she had the metallic tips of her fingers around his skull, ready to crunch.

“Back off. All of y'all.”

Footsteps coming in from the darkness. A man approached, wearing a brown pinstripe suit, shoulder pads of tech stretching out in long wires to enormous grips around his hands. 

Punchee Wallop. Dread descended into the cave of Ore's chest. Usually, the Five Faces didn't come out on their own. 

Wallop ran labor, which meant he ran theft. Once upon a time, Wallop was the CEO of a group called the Gatewaters; he gave that up once he was elected as the Face of Labor. Now, as such, he oversaw the Haulers in Junktown. Last night, Ore had a job go wrong. The Haulers had hit up a Holowrist warehouse, and left all the merchandise left on the floor. It was her first bad job in many years, and only happened because of bad luck. A hack had returned to the inventory well before he was due, forgetting his keys. Ore and her Haulers had fled with their lives and no goods to speak of. 

She let go of the man she had, pushing him over to the rest. Wallop held them off with a gesture.

“I like this place. Look at them lights there. That’s sort of pretty. You rent this place?” He didn't wait for an answer. “I like it. It's got...character. You know? Up in the Tower...I mean, you seen it. Crash has got everything mechanized. All this goddang chrome. It's all sliding panels this, hologram that. You know? No character to that. It's just this big metal orgy. But here...this is nice.” He tapped one of his men on the shoulder. “You see that there? That's gun barrels in that wind chime. And what's that? You see them bones slinking over the door? What are those? Are those dog? Chicken?”

Ore didn’t answer.

“Let’s say chicken. I don’t think you’d use a dog’s bones, not even if you hadn’t been the one to snuff it. Look at that,” he said again to his man. “ A collection of people did this, you know? A community.”

“It's a dung heap,” said Ore. “Why are you here, Wallop?”

“Dung heap? No respect.” Wallop shook his head. “Your own damn place. If you ain't got what you want, you oughta love what you got, girl.”

“Sure. I love my dung heap. It's so nice. Twice a week the Dam goes out of its way to bathe the place for me. It's so goddamn nice. I'll never want anything else, it’s so nice. Why are you here beating me? Ain't you got innocent people to hurt?”

“Don't that imply you ain't innocent, seeing as I'm down here with you?” He laughed. “Ah hell, we both know you ain't innocent. As to why I'm here...” he waved his hand through the bone arrangement on the door, letting them clink. His tech sprouted xenon-flashes in the darkness. “I don't get out of The Tower much. Petrov, you know. His goddang security. Doesn't allow for much fun, yeah?” Every word punctuated with a movement of his shoulders, his hands. Theatrical. He was laying it on for his own amusement—he really hadn't been out in a while. “I miss fun. I miss little intimidations like this sort. And I like you. You're a lot of fun, girl.”

“Go to hell.”

“Hell? It ain't so long a drive from this place. Maybe I will.” He grabbed her by the head. The thick ridge of his tech hand ran over her eye—her missing eye. The eye he took. “I'm sentimental, I suppose. Somebody in that Tower ought to be.”

“Why. Are. You. Here?”

“You know what I'm doing here, girl. You know why men come in the night with pipes and sticks to beat on someone. You know that. Why you in a rush for me to say it? Words is all you got left, girl. It's just words between you and the rest of this. Why not enjoy them?”

“Say it, then. I want you to say it.”

“You're out, girl.”

“Because of one bad job?” She shook her head. “Come on.”

Wallop shrugged. “Out is out. New policy we put together. No more failures. None. Our high tolerance of failure will only create a failing organization.”

“That sounds like Petrov.”

“Then it sounds like you should know it's for real, and you're out.”

There was no sympathy in Wallop’s eyes. No wavering. 

“Goddamn you.” She was defeated. “Goddamn you to hell.”

“God!” Wallop laughed. “God, indeed. God ain't in this place. What the hell would God do with Junktown? He ain't been here. He wouldn't know what to do with it if he came.” He laughed again. “God. You're a funny girl.” 

“I'll kill you, Wallop. Straight dead.”

Wallop took some time for that, mouth moving without words, eyes floating.

Finally, he said, “I'm letting you live now, a courtesy. We live and die on courtesies of others in times like these. Or you do, anyway.” His smile in the darkness was a crooked thing. “You done work for me, it weren't all bad. But you're out, girl. No more work for you in Junktown.”

She wasn’t even enough of anything for him to kill her; not even after a straight threat. She wished he had killed her. She wished he had tried. At least then she could go out fighting. At least then she would know what she was living against, even if for just a moment.

Wallop and his fellows disappeared in the darkness. She watched him—the lights of his coils, his hands flickering in the darkness of the street much longer than his body did. 

For a long time after Wallop took her eye and broke her arm, Ore tried to convince herself that the episode was just her paying her dues. Women had it hard in Junktown, young women harder than most. If she treated it like it was nothing, then it would be nothing. 

It was something, all right. It was a badge of shame there to remind her of how little she meant to a man who loved nothing more than himself.

Work in Junktown was all she had. Getting out of the city meant somehow grabbing enough cash to get past the barricades or the Dam—impossible, without work—or trying to sneak through, which left most folks dead.

Barring some act of God, she would be dead or insane in less than a year.

* * * * *

Samson walked around the copbot, looking for the same place he had opened it before. Its head was dented there, but the nanotech had healed over the hole.

“You fixed yourself.” He was impressed.

“As I recall, you fixed me. This is what you said, remember?”

“...Yeah.”

“You are losing water. There is a large source down there.” Partner pointed.

“That’s the Mississippi. We can’t go there. And I’m not...I’m not losing water.” He wiped his face, cleaning the tears. “Stupid baby.”

“I am not a baby. I am a copbot. I am Partner.”

Partner wagged its legs in the chair. Arms in its lap. It looked ready for a haircut.

“Yeah,” said Samson. 

That was something like Crash would say, calling him a baby. Crash called everyone a baby, though. With Samson, it always hit close to home. 

There was a kind of beautiful simplicity to his work. Nothing ever depended on him, not really. You didn't have to promise anything to a machine. You didn't have to hope it would call you or that it would keep its promises or wait for it to return. They just acted when they were supposed to act. 

He had never experienced much of family, outside of Crash. His first memories were living in a small apartment in this very building—playing with his omni-ball in their forty-second-floor apartment, tossing it from one end of the wall to the other and waiting for it to crawl back. Each time it struck the wall, it would teeter back to him in a different form. Standard animals like dinosaurs and bears, but also twisting conflagrations of circles and cylinders, each metal flap folding and unfolding like origami.

He was seven. In the back of the apartment—though he hadn’t known it then—his mother and father were getting high. Then, men with guns came in and shot them everywhere. Bloody parts sliding down the walls, through the holes from all the bullets and shells. His parents weren’t killed for the drugs, though many others had been killed for such in the past. Rather, his father, on his latest drug run, had stolen a bag of nanochips from his dealer to give to Samson. This was how Samson had built the omni-ball. 

Samson had a sister, Ore. She had been gone, then. She was always gone. He had many feelings about her, and most of them he wished were as gone as she was. Crash had told him she had died years ago, on the streets. Crash had said he would never let Samson out in the streets.

You won’t die, though? Right, Crash?

Crash took him then—impressed with the omni-ball he had made. Crash had told him, also, after a few years, the real reason his parents were killed. Crash told him all about the nano theft. Though perhaps he didn’t frame it that way when he revealed the information, Crash had told Samson the reason he should blame himself. 

Maybe that had been intentional. Samson wasn’t so very dumb. It was another way for Crash to control Samson—to foster that sort of guilt. It didn’t matter, even if Samson could imagine the information in that way. His guilt of surviving that brutal murder was the lens through which all other influences and information came through.

The omni-ball sat high on a shelf in his workshop. Not his first invention, but one of the first he could remember actually thinking about making. Before that, Samson’s thoughts weren’t really turned on—he had no planning, no forethought. Tools and materials had been in front of him, and he had made it all work. His mother and father were so impressed.

Marie. Marie and Archibald Castelle. Those were the names of his parents.

“When we do start?” asked Partner. “What are we doing? Is there more fixing?”

“Yeah,” said Samson, firing up the blowtorch. “More fixing.”

One straight blow through the neck. It would take maybe ten seconds. He figured Partner wouldn’t ask too many questions. He hoped he wouldn’t.

Nah, baby. You done me good. I ain’t gonna die.

From outside, he heard a horrible rumbling, like mountains whirling against one another, like the sky opening up, like God muttering curses in some titanic, craggy voice.

Tongues of flame spouted up in the distance, and smoke began to billow outside his window—the explosions near, if far below him. Even as high as he was, he could hear screams through the whipping of the wind. He shut off the blowtorch and rushed to the window.

From his vantage point, it almost looked like an eye opening up in the city—long lids of buildings swinging backward, revealing a terrible, endless pupil that would never stop trying to swallow him whole.

“Tremors of the earth!” Partner stood up and began to catch the falling scraps of the room. “Disaster! Turmoil! Crisis!”

An earthquake, all around them. Beneath them. Alarms sounded. He felt like a sailor on a ship being dragged down into a maelstrom. Even if you jumped out—especially if you jumped out—everything would just get worse.

He had to get out. The top of The Tower—Crash’s escape pod. Samson had put it together ages ago, when he was ten. He had made it work, dammit. He hadn’t built the whole thing himself, but he had done all the circuitry, all the tech. It wouldn’t fly for long, but it would be enough to escape this death trap of a building. 

Crash would no doubt be on his way there. Samson had to beat him. He could beat him there, and then he could wait for him and save him. That would be good.

The notion of The Tower falling was intrinsically foreign to Samson, who had never lived anywhere but there. But now it seemed certain as well as foreign, like some djinn stalking after him, casting shadows of bad luck in his path. 

Everything rocking and spinning, waves of tools and rubbish landed on Partner. The copbot buried underneath it all.

“This is heavy!” Partner’s hand busted through the pile, searching for an exit.

The Tower bent and shifted, shaking all of Samson’s room out of his tiny window, which broke almost instantly. He landed hard next to the window, cutting his hand on the shattered glass.

In front of him, now—very nearly above him—tall towers of his shelves and cabinets skidded down the wall. 

It would crush him.

* * * * *

Gary woke into chaos. Everything in the broken basement was moving.

He spun upward, standing quick. There was a sudden and loud crack behind him. Where his head had been, a crag of shelf rock was.

Very suddenly, with a disconcerting amount of certainty, Gary realized he was probably going to die. 

There had never been a more motivating thought in all his life.

With an agility he didn’t even know he had, he ran up the wall beneath the hole in the ceiling, grabbing exposed pipes to pull himself up to the surface. He barely even noticed the pain from being caught under the rubble. These were aches, scrapes—all things he could live with. 

Out on the street again. The concrete swirled and erupted. With a titanic moan, an enormous fist of earth rose up nearly twenty feet and buried two unlucky, drunken sods into the ground.

Trapped underground. The terror of it. He would not cope with such a fate. He swiveled, he shuffled, looking for a plan.

Where was the woman he stopped? Where was the gangster?

He hadn’t known she was a gangster, of course...but she was black, and had one eye, and all that cheap pneumatic tech besides. That was what gangsters looked like.

And where was Ana?

The ground moaned again, pushing up underneath him. Oh, god. There was no time to focus on such things—not even the love of his life. More chaos all around him. Generators tumbled out from windows and exploded. Shrapnel fired everywhere, breaking windows, busting pipes open. The flying metal cut down people running and screaming in the streets.

Gary did the only thing he knew to do in such an overwhelming situation. 

Hands up to the air, legs powering away across the tumultuous ground, he screamed. 

No words, no attempts at word. Just sound; primal sound. Something to the tune of “Ahhh.”

Scrambling into the street—the concrete rolled like ocean waves—he passed several other people doing the same thing he was. This made him feel better, and he only screamed the louder. Together, they were accomplishing something! Their fear surely would save them. A building—or a collection of buildings all built on top of each other—toppled in front of him. He screamed, and the people next to him screamed, and they abruptly changed course to the semi-same direction to the East.

The Dam! Yes, they were going there. It was high up and very sturdy because it held back the waters of the Mississippi. That was a good place to go.

Where was Ana? Still on his mind. Always there. That was her place. Was she all right? Had she figured out how essential it was for her to get to the Dam? 

If she died—so many people were dying. 

If she died...Gary didn't know what he would do. His heart would be broken. Broken! He had planned on spending the rest of his life in love with her, whether she knew it or not. She needed to know. He deserved her knowing.

The quake seemed to gather itself somewhat—concentrating its force. The earth still moved, but it seemed more in the process of adjusting rather than exploding upward as it had before. Cars sunk into the roads around him, and long sections of pipe pushed up through the skin of the concrete like a bad doctor's needles. 

And then a building was pushed up, cast out from its foundation like a rotten tooth and poured out onto the street and buildings around it. Dust showered over Gary. Rocks landed like rain. He ran adjacent to the fall, blind in the dust.

Ground still mixed under his feet, but turning through one corner and then another, following the crowd, he got out of the dust. The Dam showed in the distance—more buildings had fallen, showing where it was from blocks away. Gary ran to it—stepping over the fissures of the ground and hopping up on cars, screaming all the way. If he stopped screaming, it was only to catch his breath. This happened often. 

He needed to get in shape, dammit. If he got out of this, shapes would be got into, by God.

Stone fell from the Dam like scabs shedding off skin, like labels eroding off from bottles in real time. He saw men and women smashed underneath these long sheets of rock—it looked so unreal, even just a hundred yards away. The sheets so large, the people so small. Water spurted after the stone, long cracks spilling down from their fountain points.

Oh, right, thought Gary, preparing another scream. The Dam is a piece of crap twenty years behind on repairs.

He turned and ran back over a series of banged-up metal carts, stumbling through the holes in their handles and sprinting with all four limbs engaged. He let out the ear-punching scream he had prepared. He could barely hear his own roaring voice over the cacophony of the disaster plowing through the area. 

Up! He had to get up. There was no way he was going to get far away enough to get out of the flood. Away from concrete. Away from gut-bursting pipes. Outside of the riot of people amassing as far as he could see. His only hope was to get up.

Ahead of him. The Tower. Yes. He had to get there. 

In the quake, the outer-innards of the Tower streamed down, air ducts and wires twisting from the motion like a whirl-go-round.

Down an alley ahead of him, the quake had left a building crumpled down onto a dumpster. He could climb up onto the defunct subway line between the buildings, twisting and curling but staying upright—and then climb again.

* * * * *

As you may or may not already be aware, holographic records pose a certain amount of difficulty when it comes to the matter of obtaining and experiencing them. These difficulties arise both from the strict limits of our Halls—all of which I agree with wholeheartedly, of course—and from the nature of the recording technology presented to us from the past.

Both Tri-American and Groove holowrist technologies possessed solar-powered fusion batteries that left them powered on constantly. As a result, their recording technology stayed on indefinitely, uploaded across the country and stored in ever-growing mountains of servers and datapiles. The holowrists recorded everything—everything—in the three-hundred sixty degree radius around a person for up to twenty feet, all the time. This is great today for personal records, if somewhat overwhelming to process. Through them it is possible to get a great many first-hand accounts of events as they unfold (so long as we can find the holographic records in question, which is not always possible, especially after disasters). 

But even before trying to disseminate all of these nigh-endless amounts of information—a titanic process unto itself—one must gain access to the information. First, a petition must be made to the Hall of Records, which then must petition the Hall of Security, which then must file a grievance with the Hall of the State for forcing the Hall of Records to petition the Hall of Security...and so on. It is a process, in other words, and I tell you (as humbly as is possible) that it is rather impressive that so many different forces operated to allow me the unrestricted access which I have been able to enjoy. 

At the same time, I would be remiss if I did not emphasize the fact that my record here, even with as narrow a focus as it has (comparatively speaking, to the epic histories that have been put down about this event in the past), has a distinct amount of bias and shaping to it. There is much that I have had to intuit, much that I have had to do the bulk of crafting all on my own. Some sort of saying exists, I believe, explaining that fiction begins the second someone tries to write down any story—even one as non-fictional as this. 

There are a great many reasons this happens. 

One is just the volume of material there is to work with. There is the argument made that the San Madrid Terror (i.e. Tri-American's End, the Tower Breaker, the Midwest Splitter, and—no doubt to some—simply the Big Quake) could be seen as the end of the corpocracy which ran the whole of the Earth for nearly one hundred years. Other, more popular ends are Yolach's Rebellion in the East or the proliferation of the Petrovian Republic toward the mid-point of the century, nearly forty years after the San Madrid Earthquake. It's interesting then to imagine that the beginning and end of the quake is also called into question all by itself. 

The beginning, of course, has a much smaller question, with some historians debating over a matter of minutes—the records of the first vibrations of the tectonic movements are placed at different spots around ten in the morning, for instance. 

The end is a more fascinating article of discussion. Some say it is obvious—the earthquakes all stopped, the final aftershocks stopped, at about seven in the afternoon, some five hours after they began. Others say that the disaster was not fully completed until the whole of the Mississippi was redirected into the canyon that the earthquake developed through the path of the city. Others insist that the aftershocks that hit Oklahoma City and Dallas should be included, citing tectonic shifts and falling buildings that occurred days after the initial quake that ripped through Junktown.

It is possible to imagine that, at one point, there were millions and millions of hours of footage on this catastrophe. Let us not forget the human element (at least, the element of humans that are not focused on here). More than seventy percent of the population possessed some form of recording device, most of them holowrists. For a population of ten million, that is just at seven million people. If then, we have a disaster that is recorded anywhere from six to twenty-four hours long...well. You do the math.

It's rather amazing, when you think about it, the casualness of all this holographic technology which is lost to us now. From our records, it appears as though even the most divinely poor person was capable of possessing this technology, and more than that, some even made quick dollars by replicating it. There was such a surplus that some made their livings by creating content for these devices. 

As a quick aside, that is rather why I think this book is important—we must know our past, and with the past's own manner of recording gone to us, we must make do with writing as so many of our ancestors did. For, as incredible as these holograms are for first-person accounts, they are not as good for an aggregate understanding of a disaster, or a barometer for the pressure the disaster exerted on society at the time. 

The other reason that fiction enters the equation of these sorts of historical records is that it is simply a by-product of writing to embellish in an attempt to engage that most elusive of prey—the captivated reader. 

For example, Ore’s transit when the earthquake first breaks out, engaged in a few pages hence, is an aggregate translation of many different scenes where she is seen. I saw her on a child’s holowrist, hopping across the roofs of several overturned cars. The next time she shows up is on a male survivor’s hololog—he was across the road from her, on top of a building, when she and the other impromptu members of the Earthquake Six try to get into the Tower. He tried to signal her with her holowrist. She does not appear to have seen him. Was I to write her intentionally ignoring him? Was I to write that his signal flashed, but she paid attention only to her current task of traveling from one roof to another? Or was it best, as I did, to ignore this piece of actual history altogether for the sanctity of economic language?

This is a story, after all, and of all items in creation that are divinely stricken with poverty, certainly a story ranks high on the list. From what else has there been so much taken away? What else is distributed so freely, taken as our own possession so eagerly, and reproduced so handily without any thought outside of making its number more while its value is less?

The truth, perhaps. It is not for me to say. All I do mean to say is that all of this data has been recorded and translated as close to the truth as I can make it. 

The record is a creation. The disaster is a creation. The Tower, the mega-corps. It is all one on top of the other, each swelling for new relevance in its own rhythm.

* * * * *

Ore wanted to stay alive. More than she wanted to stay alive, she wanted Samson to be alive.

Almost as much as herself and Samson, she wanted Wallop to be alive. If the earthquake killed him, then she wouldn't be able to.

Everything was breaking. Out from the debris of her fight with the idiot boy, there was more debris waiting. The shanty-pueblos around Ore swayed and shifted, and she knew immediately it was a choice between being caught underneath them or shattered on top of them when they fell. 

Ore climbed one upended car and then another, grabbing the loose, swaying struts of the railway over the streets and working to get on top. Her tech hand helped, whirring, clicking, ignoring the grease-and-grime lined pipes in finding a sure grip. Then she was on top of a small corner grocer, a water tower tipping down and pulling up swathes of the roof with it. The streets flooded with water—other falling water towers, perhaps, or maybe the Dam was busting already.

The abandoned tenement that Ore had planned to break into had a hatch from the top floor that led to the roof. It was one of the few buildings in a two-mile radius around The Tower that had unguarded access to the roof. 

Guards or no guards didn't seem to matter anymore. The street where she had found Jonesboy selling drugs rolled upwards and sideways, like a whip, cracking through Junktown's only gym. 

“Goddamn.”

Above her, the Tower was swaying, but standing tall. She could hear the song of its steel as it shifted and twisted, calling out through the din of the breaking streets.

To her right, a tall tower of wood and concrete collapsed into a neon-lathered casino. Sparks flew all over. She hopped from the top of one building to the next. In the streets, everyone was running, rioting. Enterprising souls on the rippling streets broke store windows, carrying off the bars and chains of barricades and stealing holowrists and screens. 

A man swept up by a sudden flood of water from the sewer got knocked down by a car smashing him against a building. He tried to move, ribs most likely broken, watching the water approach.

There would be more water coming, from the Dam. No way would it last this. The skin of the earth rolling up like sleeves underneath the roads and buildings.

If anything might last through this quake, The Tower would.  There had been acres of money poured into it from the Five Faces, and she had to think it could last.

Not so very long ago, someone bombed the bottom of the Tower to collapse it. The crater was still there on the south face of the building.

The bomb failed in its purpose, of course. It was set off by some gang trying to literally push over the Five Faces. After the offenders were rounded up, strung up, and hung up by their guts from out the twentieth floor—three dozen of them in all—the Faces invested in fortifying the Tower. It was built as earthquake proof, but they wanted it to withstand a nuclear war. Maybe it could. Petrov and his little loudspeaker messages constantly vaunted the safety of Tower living—not just against other gangs and thieves, but even against nature. 

Ore shook herself from her frozen shock at the scene. She had to move. She had to keep following the plan:


- Get to higher ground.

- Follow the rooftops to Radio Place

- Bring down the antenna and get in The Tower


There were two equally good reasons to do it this way. 

Without the plan, Wallop might die because of the quake. He might die because of old age. The only certainty of his death was carried in every action she took, and every action put her on a line, and that line ended with her hands wrapped tight around his horrible throat.

Without the plan, Ore might never see Samson again. She would never hold her brother. She would never tell him she was sorry.

If Ore was not dodging rubble, she might have felt bad because she did not know which was more important to her: killing Wallop or finding Samson.

She ran—hopping from the top of the leaning grocer to the next building. And then from there, scattering her legs out for support, she did the same thing again. She hopped under clotheslines, over walls, broken glass on top of the buildings digging into her tough pants and boots. 

Two younger girls and their small brother tried to hop up on a building as Ore had done—using the railway struts as a way up. But something broke or twisted in the struts, and the children fell hard to the debris below.

Ore looked away.

There was no telling who would live and who would die. Odds were that all her Haulers were dead already—they lived underground. That Ore was alive still was due to forces far, far beyond her comprehension or control. She would not waste them.

Ahead of her was the building she wanted—Radio Place. Unused in recent years except to amplify Petrov's signals as he broadcast his messages. A series of planks and plastic tubs formed a sort of walkway up to the top of the building, falling apart underneath her as she hopped from point to point.

On top already were two other people. People she knew, sort of. She felt surprise, distant and old, like remembering something you had to learn about yourself, like if you forgot that you ran better than you walked. The pretty girl, the one who had been with the jazzkid slock who attacked Ore. The other looked something like the dead man she had crawled over in that basement she crawled out of. 

Lots of crawling, lots of running, lots of climbing. That was Ore’s day so far. Just the start, from the looks of things.

The man pushed against the antenna. Testing it. He already had Ore's idea. She didn't wonder why—the Tower was still standing, and everything else was falling. It seemed logical enough. The man turned at Ore's presence, brandishing his gun. She put her hands up..

“I want in there, too,” she said. “I can help.”

Shrugging, the man said, “Come on if you're coming, then. Stay out of the way.”

“I’m Ana,” said the pretty girl. “This is Victor.”

Victor grabbed Ana and pulled her behind him—putting himself between her and Ore. This was a man prepared. Hell of a set of body armor on his chest. The gun on his hip—the incredible tech of it, layered with chrome and black leather. A force gun. She had seen their like several times.

Up close now, Ore examined the antenna—the height of it. As she had hoped, it was definitely possible that it could just make the distance to the Tower. They were twelve floors up off from the ground. But, with the way the earth still rumbled and swayed with the shocks and aftershocks, the makeshift bridge might still be a few feet short. 

At any rate, the antenna was their only shot.

“Ore.”

“Or what?” asked Ana.

“My name. I’m Ore.” She pointed at the antenna. “If you shoot a few holes in the foundation here, I can take care of the rest.”

Victor took a look at her tech hand for a moment, considering. Then he shrugged. “All right.”

The shots were quiet, denting the metal but not quite piercing it through. The support struts twisted up tinfoil-style under the barrage, whining from the weight.

Below them, the quake had quieted somewhat—and the people had started gathering and yelling. They flooded out from the Tower in droves, screaming, calling out names. Thousands of men and women clogging the narrow streets, some clobbering into the sides of buildings, running over each other trying to get away, trying to get out. But there was no out. There was the Dam—no doubt about to let the Mississippi burst through—and there was, far away, the Divide into the suburbs, which were probably all broken to hell too.

“What kind of gun is that?” Ana asked. 

No one answered her.

She laughed nervously after a moment. “I guess it’s one sort of like any of the others, huh?”

People continued to stream out from The Tower. Already they were latecomers to the riot, paying no mind to running over the trapped or fallen bodies of those who had already tried to run through the shifting waves of the quake. At first, Ore thought maybe they would have it a little easier, with the earth not swelling and breaking on top of them. But then she saw how many of them there were—how tight the corridors were that had been created by the upraised earth and lines of cars, all the jutting pipes and ceaseless explosions from exposed gas lines. 

Over the loudspeakers posted on the outside of The Tower, Ore heard the tell-tale grizzle and slant of Petrov’s voice. 

“Do not run. All Tower residents should stay where they are. The area outside The Tower is dangerous and full of fire and water. Stay where you are.”

Belatedly, alarms began to sound, whining out through the air. Ore couldn’t tell if they emanated from the Tower or elsewhere. Through the cacophony of the alarms, there was the unmistakable growing rumble of terror. The volume of the rioters raised in intensity and fear. Fires broke out all around them. Ore was not surprised to hear gunshots and screams. 

Victor finished with the force gun. The supports now twisted and bent. Ore approached, tech hand clanged open, sharp pincer-claws chunking forward on her middle and ring fingers. Grabbing the pillar of metal, she pulled upward.

For a moment, it seemed as though nothing would happen. Then the metal, groaning, snapped apart. Instantly, the tall antenna shifted downward, stuttering out a series of moans. 

Ana was on the ledge, looking at the antenna. “Is it long enough?” she asked. “Will it...will it hit those people?”

She did not sound altogether concerned. Interested, more like.

Ore ignored her, going after the next support. Like the first, it resisted for a moment and then snapped under the pressure of her tech. Ore could snap bone or slice through a skull if she needed to, if she had enough time. The hand just needed a little time to warm up. When it wasn’t in frequent use, the joints stiffened.

Once, she went almost a week without powering the tech hand up fully, and it had needed more than ten minutes to close—which had put her in a tough spot when she tried to lunge and rip open the back of a cash truck that had been rolling through her block. For almost ten minutes, she rode on the back of the truck, her hand jammed inside its metal sheeting, waiting for enough of the steel to be torn so she could slide away to safety. A close call—she had almost rolled right into a hack outpost by the highway.

Victor and Ore pushed up hard against the antenna, both of them grunting. Ana stood with her hands on her hips.

“You're going to hit those people, I think. I just want you to know.”

Ore kept pushing. There was only one way forward.

The antenna resisted at first, groaning as it had before. And then it fell. 

Slowly, it fell. Taking its time, pushing downward like a giant kneeling down. The crowd beneath it swelled outward, people trampling over one another to get out the way.

The antenna crashed into the Tower with enough force to break windows surrounding the tip—but still it seemed to have landed just like a love tap, like a sounding strike with a hammer on an anvil.

Below the antenna’s entry point, glass showered down on the crowd. Ore saw blood spray out far below. She had expected this—and still it was not as bad as she thought it might have been. Caught in an insane situation, all you could really hope for was to limit the insanity of your own actions. 

“You hurt them,” said Ana, shaking her head. “I told you that you would hurt them.”

“We all hurt them, girl,” said Ore. “Or are you staying behind?”

Ana raised her eyebrows, looking down.

“Oh,” she said. “One had his hand cut off. I've never seen that before.”

Her voice was flat, empty. She kept looking, not turning away. A stronger stomach than Ore.

“Okay,” said Victor. “Let’s do it.”

He clapped Ana on the back and pushed her up into the antenna's broken structure. But, Ore grabbed him and then Ana, tossing them back down. 

“What are you doing?” Victor asked.

“My plan. I go first.”

“It was my plan before you got here.”

“You ain't no goddamn Junktown native. It was my plan all night long. It's just got complicated, that's all. I go first.”

Ore stepped up onto the antenna, feeling it groan beneath her weight.

“She goes first.” He pointed to Ana. “The structure's not stable.”

Victor’s tone was one well dried-out, dehydrated from years of expending itself on fools. Ore knew this tone, because hers was much the same.

“That looks dangerous,” Ana said. “I'm happy to go last.”

“Listen to your woman. I ain’t arguing anymore,” said Ore, taking another step up. “I’m telling. I go first.”

“I won’t argue either.”  Victor put a hand on his pistol.

She was ready to kill him. If today was the day, then it was the day.

“Hey, hey!” Ana said, gripping Victor’s forearm. “We’re not exactly surplusing time, here. Like I said, I don't want to go first. Victor, you want me to go before you?”

“That is safer.”

“Then I'll go second. Okay? And Ore, you have your whole...hissy-metal-hand thing going on. You can probably bend the antenna at the other end and secure it some, all right?”

Victor took a breath and backed away.

“Fine, okay. Go ahead.”

A moment ago, Victor had looked as though he would shoot Ore dead. Ore knew this look and his tone—it was one she had used in the past many times. One she had been on the opposite end of in more fights than she could remember. 

And then, at a gentle suggestion from Ana, it was gone. 

Wasting no more time, Ore nodded and hoisted up onto the antenna, swinging across the metal support. She worked from the underside, not trusting herself not to slip. She did not look down, did not think about the destination or how far off it was. Below her, she could hear the rumble of the crowd—even heard a few marveling at how fast she was going, how high up she was.

“Wrong way, idiot!”

“Don’t go in there, it’s a madhouse!”

That sort of thing.

If she fell, she would be trampled instantly. All those people running out, trying to get away from the Dam—probably they wouldn’t make it.

Ore had seen enough of life to know that a disaster like this wasn’t just going to let anyone get away. 

Finally, scrambling, she hit the other side with her hands. It was a bedroom of some kind. Papers flying about inside, chopped by the wind. Carefully, metal straining beneath her, she slid up into the window, broken glass pushing into the leather of her vest. Some scratched into her arms. Nothing deep.

She grabbed the support pillar between the shattered windows. Using her tech hand, she bent the steel top of the antenna around the pillar. A rush job. Probably wouldn’t hold very long.

Ore watched Ana and Victor arguing minutely over who was next. Over and over, Ana pointed, until finally Victor picked Ana up into the antenna and pushed her along. 

She made it across quickly—quicker than Ore, actually—facing no problems with the antennae’s spindly structure. Her muscles pulsed as she moved across, every limb a hook. She was a gymnast, maybe. Full of grace. 

Even so, despite all her ability, the antenna sank and jerked as she crossed. The knife at her belt fell out of its sheath to the crowd below, inciting a round of shouts and curses.

Ore held out a hand for her as she crossed the final feet. 

“Here we are,” Ana breathed, collapsing next to Ore. “Here we are. Oh my god. What the hell, today.”

Rain started to fall as Victor began his trek—a random splatter of wetness that Ore was used to by now in the region. Probably it wouldn’t last any longer than a few minutes, but every minute that they had, they had to use. Victor kept crossing. 

Victor neared the end of the antenna, and then it buckled suddenly, all its weight surging back and up. The metal Ore wrapped around the Tower window frame tugged hard, the steel crunching outward against its concrete anchor. On top of Radio Place, more concrete lifted up—just one support actually left on the building. Victor banged down hard, almost losing his grip, and Ore shot out an arm and grabbed him.

No real reason for it. They were on a team, was all. Ore stuck by her team, so long as she had her way. And maybe if she couldn’t save anyone else today—if she couldn't save Samson—then at least she had saved this one. Ana grabbed his other arm, and Victor walked up the glass below and pulled inside with them. He gave Ore a quick pat on her shoulder and then pulled Ana in for a long hug. 

Ana looked surprised, her hands swaying out in jazzy flexing motions. Victor’s hug was intimate, but not in the sense of lovers. It was different, it was—

Shouting out surprise, Ana pushed Victor away.

“Gary?”

Ore looked back across the gap and saw the boy from before—the jazzkid punk who had fought her. What the hell?

He scurried up over the planks adjacent to the radio building and stumbled onto the roof where the three of them had been just ten minutes before. Yelling excitedly, grinning like the fool Ore knew he was, he called out Ana's name, waving both hands. The rain still splattered down—he was rather wet.

Gary approached the antenna, examining it slow. He shuffled on his feet, one and then the other, prodding the antenna like it was a dead animal. The long metal structure dropped a few feet in the middle, shrieking out into the din of the riot below. The drop inspired him to hop up over its metal pipes and start his way over. 

“No, Gary!” Ana put a hand to her face. “Oh god. Idiot.”

Unlike the rest of them—who just swung below the antenna—he tried walking and then crawling on top of it. His feet slid on the rain-wet surface of the pipes, hands waving all about even as he moved forward. They all three stood transfixed, watching his awkward struggle against gravity and his own body mass.

“Oh god,” Ana murmured. “We have to cheer him, right? That’s the thing to do since he’s doing it now.” Taking her own cue, she shouted, “Come on! You can make it, but you have to hurry!”

Drunks in the crowd beneath them echoed her cry in crass, long-winded oohs and bellows.

The antenna let out a long groan, swinging in the wind and rain. With an enormous creak, it sunk into its middle and snapped up like a gator’s jaw. 

Gary swung wildly, his body slamming to the side. Ore found her tech hand wrapped around the antenna tip against the frame of the building—instinctively there, saving the boy. 

He had, for whatever dumbass reason, tried to fight her. It was nothing to her whether he lived or died. But watching him struggle, trying to make it on the Tower...

She couldn’t explain it. She felt like they were all in this mess together now. 

It seemed like Ana felt that way too. She grabbed a fire hose from out of the hallway and wrapped it around a pillar in the middle of the room. She tossed the nozzle to Victor. 

“You’re gonna have to throw it. I’ll pull.”

He nodded, and began to whirl it overhead. With a grunt, he tossed the nozzle out—too short. Gary noticed the throw only after the nozzle had already fallen down, the antenna sinking a little bit lower.

Victor wrapped the hose up and whirled and threw the nozzle out again—too far to the right, and Gary tripped off the antenna trying to grab it. He landed on the struts hard, scooped on them with his armpit. He was close enough that Ore could see the sweat on his face, the thick lines of frustration and fear around his eyes. 

Once again, Victor pulled in the nozzle without hurry or hesitation. Eyes narrowed, he tossed the nozzle out one more time, knocking Gary squarely in the face. Grip flailing, Gary tottered off the antenna, but somehow managed to attach himself to the nozzle and the hose. 

Swinging hard, he plunged downward and slammed against the windows below them. Ana let out a hard breath, skidding around the room as she tried to steady herself. Ore let go of the antenna and pulled with her, tugging and letting Ana wrap the hose around her waist to keep it anchoring upward. At the window, Victor kept pulling—his face steady, empty. He swept his foot across the edge, clearing away the glass as Gary finally swung an arm up over the edge. Just as he did, the antenna swept past him, screaming down tip first to the street below. 

The people there did not all get away in time.

“Holy cow,” Gary breathed, coming up over the edge. “How about that?”

* * * * *

The last time Samson had seen his sister, the absolute last time, it had been a rather nice day.

Several years back, before Crash and Petrov really started clamping down on security, there had been a picnic and park area on the top of several conjoined buildings adjacent to the Tower, easily accessed by a long skywalk on the fortieth floor. Vertical Park. Those buildings were torn down, now, the skywalk scrapped.

Samson couldn’t remember all that much of the day. He was four at the time, after all. 

Sometimes he would recall his age at certain events and be surprised. When the TeriFun holostick franchise debuted, for instance, he remembered spending hours and hours with the cheap knockoffs that his parents could afford—the ones that came out just days after the real thing, mass-produced in Junktown labs and factories.  These community factories pooled money together and bought one TeriFun stick, and then tried to replicate it with the 3D workshops they made for themselves. Two to three dozen factory workers  were killed from the anti-piracy controls on the device. Tampering with the patented product, or at least tampering incautiously, fried some of these entrepreneurial souls with enormous electrical current. 

Samson got one as early as he did because his father had a friend who worked in such a factory. Part of the friend's pay was taking home the knockoffs and selling them. 

Later on, when he looked back on it, he was a bit surprised to find out that he was only three when they came out. That he had been disassembling, rebuilding, adding on at that age. It seemed not so long ago—it seemed like his brain had only really turned on when he was seven or maybe eight, but that was long after his parents’ death, and so that didn’t make sense. 

Sometimes—most times, in fact—he wished that his brain worked about half as well. That he could forget like other people forgot, that he could stop problem-solving, that he could stop rationalizing, that every last emotional output he had didn’t have to make every kind of sense in the world to him. Why couldn’t he just let things go?

Anyway. He and his family traveled out to Vertical Park and had a nice lunch.

There were other families there. The weather was too nice for just one family to be out on their own. That was okay, though. They had their own small plot and laid out a checkered blue blanket next to the bench. Dad took the bench—he was always having trouble with sitting down on the ground. The drugs in his system stiffened him up. He didn't even lie down to go to sleep for fear of not being able to get to work on time. His mother, she was affected too—her vision. She couldn't see in the dark, anymore. Her eyes adjusted to nothing.

Samson's sister had always had features too severe for her to be considered pretty. He remembered thinking she looked like a statue, the way she presided over the picnic, not talking or moving. She was ten at the time.

He approached her as his mother and father readied the food, throwing a fluffy toy at her. Trying to get her to play. She picked it up sadly, tossing it from one hand to another. They were on the edge of the blanket, near the edge of the building. Small plants sat in the stone ring around the park. 

“I don’t know how much you understand,” Ore said to him. “How much do you understand?”

He shrugged. “Lots.”

“I’m leaving, all right? They don’t know yet.”

Samson nodded. “You're gone lots.”

“I don’t mean like that. I mean I ain’t going to get back into the Tower much at all. I got to run my own way, all right? So you ain’t gonna see me much. But I’ll still be with you.”

“How?”

“I...don’t know.” She shook her head. “I wish I brought something. I wish...”

Samson had something. He had it in his pocket. He had made it for himself, but that was okay. He could make more. It was a small metal acorn, sort of. Little dents pockmarked it—a metal asteroid. 

“Here,” he said.

He twisted the top half of the nut and then pressed it inward. Immediately it sprang in the air, unfolding itself. When it landed again, the acorn had become a little man. It was a little man with big flappy arms and legs and part of an acorn on its head, but a man nonetheless.

Samson flipped a little switch on its back, and the acorn man lay down serenely and folded back up.

Ore took it, smiling small like she did. 

Mom opened up the basket then, and they all set about to eating. Ore made jokes and laughed at the jokes of others.

The next day, she was gone, and he came to believe after a lot of crying and a lot of questioning that he would never see her again. 

* * * * *

Is that what you sweatin’, baby? That you gonna die? Don’t sweat that, baby. We all gonna die. You could die just later today.

You won’t die, though? Right, Crash?

Nah, baby. You done me good. I ain’t gonna die.

“Hello! Partner-Samson! Are you okay?”

Samson woke, his body hurting. 

He was alive. And without expecting to, all he felt was disappointed.

The walls of his room were full of holes, and The Tower around him was definitely broken—or breaking, with shelves of concrete rolling down on themselves. Pipes and wires pushing out like metal-plastic pasta from the walls and floors. Everything unsteady.

“Yeah,” said Samson. “I think so. Yeah.”

It was dark, and Samson’s vision was still blurry. Probably he took a blow or two to the head. He patted himself for blood, injuries, and found nothing—nothing on the outside, anyway. All his bones were sore, rattled to the core.

Samson tried to stand. Partner gripped his waist and helped him up.

“There you go!” said the copbot. “That is fantastic! You're standing! Safety protocol Seven-Eight-Eight worked to a beauty!”

“Safety protocol...?”

“You will recall the metal parachute I mentioned. Very useful. Better for rubble and debris than Two-Four-Five-Seven. Although, I will reveal that it's been a subject of debate in the database—”

“That's all right. That's enough.”

Samson stepped through the broken pile of his room. “We've got to get out of here.”

“Yes! We are in concordance. Let's do it. On my mark, then.”

With exultant French horns blaring from his shoulder-speakers, Partner slammed into the wall and opened a hole. 

“Follow!” it called. “Quickly, follow!”

The ceiling began to rain down. Samson hopped through the opening just as his lab closed up, more debris from the floors above landing there.

All his work. His whole life, right there in that room. Gone. He wouldn't go back in again. For a moment, he leaned against Partner's metal frame, staring in disbelief. Trying to plan some way through the rubble. What if they went around to the window, somehow, went outside? He could leap, maybe, and...

No. No, it was all gone. 

“God.”

“I am not familiar.” Partner shrugged. Apologetic. “I understand many problems surround him.”

“No, I wasn't...it's an expression. I don't know.”

Samson hadn't had much reason or discourse when it came to god. God was a word, not one he knew all too well.

The wall was gone in the room they were in. An office of some kind. Samson stepped near the edge, looking out. God was a word, and he knew it better now.

God was the earth folding up like some deep maw. God was fires in buildings and a dam that whipped and folded, ready to bust. God was a mass of people dying and dying and dying.

Bigger than what he could ever know or understand. That was God.

“You had better step away,” said Partner. “Winds get choppy this high.”

“Yes.”

Samson walked away, taking Partner's hand. 

“Yes, okay.” His mind cleared some. “Upstairs. We have to get upstairs. To the top. There's an escape pod, okay? We have to reach it. That's the only way we'll live.”

Partner grinned. “Nothing like a good plan.”

The copbot set to clearing the debris from the front of the room. Samson watched it, not sure how to help. It was all too heavy for him to move—giant chunks of concrete, great steel beams. The walls folded down and in, all the bones of the Tower’s heavy body sticking out at odd angles. All of it sharp, busted, ready to hurt.

“You've saved my life many times now, you know.”

“Yes!” said Partner. “It is more fun every time. You are good to save, Samson-Partner. No doubt the database will swell with accolades for our many episodes.”

If there was a kind of balance to the world, Samson did not know that he had seen it. Mostly what he had seen was that he lived, and everyone close to him died or ran away and then died. Meanwhile, he kept ticking. Meanwhile, he almost killed a robot that had saved his life three times.

“Have you ever killed anybody before, Partner?”

Somehow, it would have made Samson's life easier if Partner had.

“Have I?” The copbot tossed down a huge block of concrete. “No. Not as such! I have much, much data, however.”

“The data of other copbots?”

“Yes. The database. We are supposed to remember and learn.”

“So you know about killing?”

“I do.”

“Do you remember dying many times, also?”

“Yes. From what I have seen, it happens quickly. A flash.”

“That's because you—they, I mean—are all exploding.”

“You have no flash when you die?”

Samson hadn't considered it much. “I don't know.”

“It is comforting. This is the database letting you know there is something else coming. There could not be a flash without a light, first.”

The copbot continued to unload the debris from the door. Samson could feel his courage building.

“Partner, you know, I have to tell you something. I—”

With a short trumpet blare, Partner pummeled through the last of the debris.

“Ah! Done. To the top, yes! It will be no time, now!”

The moment had passed. Samson followed Partner through the dust and out into the remains of the hall.

* * * * *

Victor was born in a large tube a little more than ten years before the day of the quake. He was grown for espionage and killing. Mostly killing.

In the dichotomous world that Groove and Tri-American had created, there were several rich men, a few filthy rich men, and some men with so much money that their filthiness could not possibly be contained appropriately with words. The Citizens of the world—a mere five percent of the population—held ninety-five percent of the world’s wealth. That is rich enough. But then, there are the Shareholder Citizens, who consist of five percent of that Citizen population, and hold ninety percent of that wealth. And then, there are the Executives, possessing another ninety-percent slice. 

There were twenty of these last kind of men, these Executives. Of these twenty, ten had Alphabets. 

An Alphabet was a series of twenty-five clones, each modeled off the original Alpha, or Executive. Each clone was designed for specific purposes—a Delta worked in a house as a cook and steward, for example, while others like Hotels and Indias were redundancies of the same function (to serve as emissaries of the Alpha for business negotiations overseas). 

In this way, an Alpha could easily live his whole life without ever worrying about business again, rest assured in the fact that all decisions made in the future by his clones would, in essence, be made by him. There were exceptions—the exact science of cloning was sometimes not quite as exact as advertised. Clones could get a little wonky. Oscars and their loyalties, for example, or Limas with their constant philandering.

Victors were killers, though, through and through. As a rule of thumb, the higher-up on the Alphabet a clone was, the more important his job. 

For the first two years of his life, Victor trained in combat. It was literally all he knew: hand-to-hand, firearms, energy weapons, knives, staves, all of that. The next three years were language—English, Chinese, Indonesian, Slavic, German, Russian, and Turkish.

He was not sure even which executive he was a clone of—he just knew that he was a clone, that he worked for Groove, and that his Alpha had a far reach. 

After five years, he was deemed ready to get to work. When he went to sleep at night, he was given mindprobes full of updates on his Alpha’s life, as well as the general history of the world. His memory was free of embarrassment, shame, or anxiety—all he had ever experienced was failure and then trying to succeed afterward. If he was told to do something, he did it. 

He—and really this is rather important—possessed no sexual drive of any kind.

People had told him he looked something like his Alpha, except for the nose, which was too broad, or the forehead, too severe. This mismatching was on purpose. The whole idea of a Victor was to travel in relative anonymity. So he was handsome, but not too handsome. He was intelligent, but not clever; understanding and serene, but never jovial. An ideal travel mate on a long journey, except for when he had to slip away to shoot someone in the head. 

Victor’s first mission was on a small Pacific island, Tuvalu. In twelve years, scientists predicted, the island would be completely flooded over. This was a result from the climate change which pervaded over the whole of the earth. The rich—who were, besides the locals, the only people who could even afford to be at Tuvalu anymore—regarded the predictions as fairly accurate. In fact, the day the predictions had been published, Citizens from all over the earth bought up tiny plots of Tuvalu land at enormously high prices. Once the sales were final, these Corporate Citizens began placing yachts on their new plots of land. When the final flood of seawater finally rolled in, they would be partying away, announcing to the earth in an orgasmic blaze of self-importance that the last human mark on the land would be their pleasure. 

Victor’s target didn't live in a yacht, though. He lived in a hut, shacking up with a beautiful young woman who had no idea what the world was outside of what she saw on the local bar’s screen, the only one on the island. All that bar received from the rest of the world was sports and commercials. 

The target had been a successful businessman at one point. He had fallen into ill-repute for forgiving corporate debts gained by individuals, choosing instead to let these debtors work for a period of five years and then eliminating all remaining debt, no matter what. These contracts—legally made—were iron clad, even by the corporate masters above the target.

It was a sort of arrangement Victor saw frequently. A man saw an unfathomable evil, and sought to lessen its blow by creating a more manageable evil instead. But the men running things did not respect this—or perhaps they respected it too much, enough to feel threatened by it and to send Victor out to do his work.

The man did not seem surprised by his death. Victor came into his shack in the night and found the man smoking a cigar, a tall bottle of beer half-emptied next to him. 

“Ah,” he said, taking one last drag out the cigar. “Finally.”

Victor approached him slowly, but not hesitating. He did not quite know how to hesitate. It was dark in the room, however, and he did not want to miss on his very first job. Wouldn't that be something, to never miss a shot when it counted? His every aspiration.

The man stubbed out his cigar. He had not shaved for several days and his eyes were clouded and yellow. “You know, I would have thought it would have been last week. Drunk out of my mind, last week. It was my birthday. I thought you wanted to make it poetic. You remember what you gave me for my birthday last, brother?”

Victor flipped on the nearby lamp. Now he could see clearly. They both could.

The man was surprised, in a drunk sort of way. Mouth sliding open, hands grasping his thighs and side for nothing in particular.

“You're not him. You're...not my brother.”

“No,” said Victor, and shot him in the head.

Blood on the back of the chair, that was all. Tidy. Clean. Quick. Just like he had been told.

Brother, the man had called him.

The violence, the blood, these things did not stick in Victor’s mind very well. The wrinkles of his brain had been trained chemically and psychologically to let such images slide off smoothly. 

But that word, that title—that stuck.

Victor had all sorts of benefits as he matured—he had been given the finest foods and wines to dine on, so he would not embarrass himself at any functions. He had been raised with care by a series of kind stewards and harsh drill masters. There had never been a time when he was left cold or hungry, never a time when he did not know what to do next.

The one thing Victor had never had, though, was family.

* * * * *

The inside of the room they landed in was covered in music posters—bands. Ana recognized them. A groovy Technicolor hologram of the Rock Rockers spilled over a noir-style Oldhat flyer, which bled into Longtown stickers and posters, propped up over a cut-out of Kadaya Sarin complete with resplendent tech circling around her face replicated by cheap holograms. In the corner was a small cot with a sheet metal headboard. The wind ripped through a series of papers—drawings, most of them. The loose leafs pushed around their feet. 

Ana picked one up at random and looked at it—a crude representation of a cat done in colored pencil, though it seemed crude on purpose. Some kind of artistic manner, with the lines all shaky and flying off the cat, like it was exuding energy of some kind. Someone had lived here.

Somewhere in the ruckus her hair had started to fall down from the knot it was in. That was all right; no point in trying to impress Raj anymore. She reached up and let the blond mess all the way down. The tips of it brushed her shoulders.

Behind her, she heard bodies slamming to the ground. Ore was on top of Gary. Victor did nothing to interfere, watching impassively as Ore slammed her fists into Gary's face in three precise strikes, bloodying his nose and forehead. She used her real hand—the one not loaded with tech. Ana knew Ore could have easily killed Gary, if she wanted. Ana felt a very real and very welcome desire to see it happen, as a matter of fact. She had never seen a woman with the kind of power Ore had. That physicality.

Ore pulled Gary up by his collar then and gently pressed her the metal ridges of her tech thumb on his forehead. 

“You listen,” she shook him. “That quake woulda happened one way or the other. I ain't no fool. So maybe what you did helped keep me alive. I don't know. What I do know is that if you think you can start messing with me while we're in here, I'm gonna split your eyes down across your jaw. You understand?”

Gary nodded, all surrender.

Ore stood up, and Gary followed, brushing himself off. His eyes ran over Ana—knowing, in the way that men’s eyes on her would always be knowing, intimating some fantasy that she never knew and always starred in. And then he opened his mouth again.

“You shouldn't break into places, that's all,” said Gary. “Maybe if you didn't break into places, people like me wouldn't have to stop you.”

“What? What you say?” Ore’s rage pulsed, quick and practiced. She grabbed Gary and lifted him up off the ground. “I let you go and you gonna throw it in my face, jazzkid? Talking 'bout, 'people like you.'” She shook him in her grip, and stepped over to the opening that the antenna had created. “Here's something about people like you—they fly through big-ass gaps in the building real good.”

“Okay,” Gary cracked. “Okay. I'm sorry. Sorry.”

Spitting, Ore threw him down to the floor. Ana’s heart pumped fast, flooding her brain and senses with awareness. Probably Ore knew that her threats to Gary served as threats to all of them. That was how these gangsters worked, wasn’t it? Keep everybody afraid. Keep tossing out those eggshells to walk on.

Not so bad a strategy.

“People like you.” Ore shook her head. “This ain't your damn place, you jazzkid slock. This guy belongs here more than you do, and he ain't even from this city. Is you?”

Victor shook his head no.

“See? People like you. You trespassing here, slock. Don't mouth at me again or I'll make you regret it.”

Gary wasn't looking at her anymore. He was looking out, out into the city wreckage. A hospital collapsed not far from where they were, smoke and fire pouring from its windows. A loud, strangely empty thrumming sound reverberated upwards, pushing the wind around as the air collapsed down into the demolished city landscape.

“My mom,” he said. “My mom...she's in there.”

Some shadow passed through Ore's face. 

“Yeah, well.” She kicked some rubble out the window. “We're all losing somebody.”

The building shifted, groaning and twitching. Next to them, another building collapsed into itself, another fire. They could feel the trembles of its destruction even as high up as they were. 

“We don’t have a lot of time,” said Ana, watching the building fall. 

All around them were other tall, long buildings. Even if the Tower was built to last—and she didn’t know one way or another—it was only going to last so long with all those other buildings crashing into it.

“We can't stay here,” said Victor. “We have to go up. No building was built to withstand this sort of trauma. Nothing has been. If we get to the top, my people will come and pick us up.” He eyed Gary and Ore. “I guess you can come, too.”

“I got other business here,” said Ore. “You stay out of my way, I'll stay out of yours. Just keep that slock away from me.” 

“We’re on the seventh floor,” said Victor. “We should get to the elevator. We have to get to the top.”

“The elevator won’t work,” Ore said. “It don’t work here.”

“The next floor, then.”

“That won't work neither. None of them work until you get to the thirtieth.”

They looked at her for a minute.

“Goddamn, ain’t none of you natives? The Faces...they build it that way for security. They don’t want anybody moving about that they don’t know. They don’t want it to be easy for no one.”

“Okay,” Victor nodded. “The stairs, then.”

Ore opened the door to the hallway and peeked out. “I don't see anyone. I think the stairs are right here.” She let the door shut a bit. “There should be stairs on either side of the building on every floor. Even before the quake, a lot of them were out.”

“Out?” said Ana. “What do you mean, out?”

“I mean they don't work,” said Ore. “They got too much crap in them, or they fell through. Piled with junk, that sort of thing. What you think, this is a nice place?”

“I thought...everyone wanted to live here who lived here.”

“Hell. You can build a nice a place as you want up there,” she pointed, “but it’s still stacked full of scoundrels and slocks down here. Up past the thirtieth, it gets nicer. But from the top down. All that crap close to Petrov and Wallop and...the Five Faces, I mean.” She shook her head. “Anyway.”

She headed up.

Victor held the door open, waving for Ana. He...the way he looked at her, Ana didn’t quite get it. But she wanted him near her. He cut an impressive figure—his muscles Olympian, his tight suit looking like boulders pressured together inside of it—but there was something off about him, about the attention he showed her. With most men sharing this sort of close proximity, holding the clear power he did over the situation, she would already be flirting. Ingratiating herself to him.

He protected her. She was made for being protected, she felt. There was a thrill in it that went straight to her core.

“Do you guys think my mom is dead?” Gary asked, still looking out the window. “I think she is. I think she might have been for a little while now.”

Ana didn't wait for Gary to join them. If he wanted to stay there and die, he could do it. 

The stairway was narrow, unpainted. All surfaces concrete—steps, floor, walls, ceiling. At every turn in the stairs was a small platform and a tall narrow window letting light in.

It was odd to Ana that the sun was still shining outside. The sun just not caring. This earthquake, her whole world, was nothing at all in the realm of the earth. Like a planet stubbing its toe, maybe. It was an alien thought to her—not mattering. Not being the most important and fascinating thing in the room.

Ana didn't like that thought.

“You were in that house.” She tugged Victor's jumpsuit. “Before the earthquake. That shack. You were in it to kill someone, weren’t you?”

“Yes.”

From beneath them, she heard the door swinging and banging open again—Gary finally following.

“Why?”

“That’s my job.”

A hitman. Probably corporate—that would explain why he was so quiet. Raj had told Ana about one or two he had met and hired. They all had emotion-dampeners in their brain, or else pills they took, or else they were just psychopaths.

There was light in the stairwell in addition to that from the narrow windows. Long electric wires piled in from every wall, loosened now after the quake. The wires connected to bright bulbs covered in small, orange, hard-plastic cages.

“So you just...kill whoever? Whoever stands in your way?”

“More or less.”

“You don't worry that maybe someone gave you bad information? That a person didn't do anything at all?”

“No.”

That was hot.

They traveled many floors in silence like this—hurrying upward. Around the tenth floor, they started to come across the bodies. Trampled, broken, pushed down into the corners of the steps. 

So many. Bones smashed. Faces caved in. Women. Men. Children.

The four of them must have missed the rush in their journey getting into The Tower. Everyone else had been trying to get out. 

The first time Ana came across someone that she could not step over—that she would indeed have to step through—her stomach twisted. She skipped upward, trying to make it as short as possible, and ended up tripping and then banging her knee on the step, spreading the man's loosened chest around. She was not the first to run over him. 

This happened a second and a third time, and then several more. By the tenth time, on the fourteenth floor, she was not even hesitating anymore. Below her, she heard Gary swearing and cursing. A few of the bodies—mostly the ones in the corners on the turn platforms—still seemed a little alive. They would moan, or their heads would turn. It was grisly passage, moving up those stairs.

Above them, she heard Ore swear and then bang something around. 

“Seventeen,” Ore said, swearing again. “Why did it have to be seventeen?”

The stairwell was blocked. Ana could not help but laugh—there was a sign warning about the stairwell structure being weak. Tumbling down the stairs were enormous chunks of concrete, thick metal pipes jutting out from them at odd angles. Gary probed at the concrete, seeing if any of it would move. It did—but only above him, the ceiling shifting. He backed away.

“We gotta go through the door. Across the floor.” Ore sighed. “I forgot about this damn floor.”

Victor put one hand to his ear—conferring with the transceiver quietly, palm over mouth. Finally, he nodded.

“We have to go through the door.” 

Ore put her hands on her hips. “No kidding?”

“There should be another pair of stairs across the floor.”

“There is,” said Ore.

“That’s no problem, right?” Ana said. “Let’s just go, then.”

“It's a problem, all right. That's the seventeenth floor.”

They all looked at Ore, a bit blank. 

“That's the dog floor. Petrov's dogs. That's where he keeps them.”

“Petrov?” asked Victor.

“Dog floor?” asked Ana.

“They unhappy. They starving. They gonna eat us.” She kicked the wall again. “Goddamn, this side. We gotta go down, I think, and then back up.”

As if the building was listening to her, as if the day was listening, as if God listened, sounds emerged from around them. The building groaned and creaked. Inside the stairwell, there was a loud crash. Dust and debris filled the narrow space. All of them coughing, bent over. 

“Christ!” shouted Gary. “I only just made it past...it was gonna fall on me.”

He emerged from the dust cloud of the collapse.

“What did you do, Gary?” Ana asked. “You were messing around in there.”

“It wasn't me, I swear! I was just looking at it. Trying to see if there was a way past.” After a moment, he added, “There wasn't.”

“Goddammit,” Ore said, coughing and spitting. “Goddammit, I hate dogs.”

It was evident to Ana that—even with the threat of dogs behind the door—if the only way they had out was up, then they needed to get up soon. Already the building was falling apart around them. It was only going to break more. Victor—apparently sensing this same need—cracked opened the door, gun at the ready. Barks bounced off the walls around them, but they did not sound like they were approaching.

Ana examined his gun for a moment—large, much larger than his already big hands. Victor was in better shape than even Raj, who had help from his chemicals and his robo-trainers and his surgeries. And yet still, Ana found Victor unappealing, even though he was clearly handsome.

The men in her life were either protectors, lovers, or nothing. It was clear which strata Victor belonged.

Slowly, cautiously, Victor closed the door.

“Let’s be quiet.” Victor put a finger to his lips. “They all seem to be pretty spooked, and they’re gathered up in a corner. Barking their heads off. Anyway, we might be able to sneak past. If we remain quiet.”

“Oh god.” Gary wiped his hands over his face. “Death by dog. Oh god.”

“You’re in a pile full of death in this place, son,” said Ore. “Get used to it.”

She left the door open behind her. Gary swore and stomped silently, tossing out lewd gestures behind her. 

Taking care not to consider a single thing that she was doing, Ana followed Ore, Victor right behind her.

The room was large—it seemed to be the whole floor, in fact, with several cubicle walls torn through or falling down. Some kind of enormous office, planned and never finished like the rest of the Tower. All the half-built walls pushing and winding through the limited space made Ana think of a cavern, of rock walls built by haphazard water trails over several centuries. 

Before she took five steps, she had already counted seven dogs in the corner—if you could even call such enormous beasts by that name. They circled and bit at each other, growling at some invisible fiend in the corner. Maybe that was the direction the quake came from. Ana had heard that dogs knew such things, sometimes.

Dogs—in Ana’s world—were tiny, docile, happy-tongued little creatures that fit in your lap or your purse or sometimes even a pocket, if someone was high class enough. Like Kadaya Sarin and her extra-miniature Rhodesian Ridgeback, Pip. That dog even had its own tech, a tiny series of gentle grappling hooks keeping him connected to Kadaya even when she sang in concerts. Pip could hop off her expensive dresses, swing about, and always return to his safe little pocket. 

These dogs were not those kinds of dogs. These dogs were not any kind of dogs that Ana had seen before. These dogs were beasts. 

Outside, narrow tower lights spiraled away to keep hoverfloats and drones in line and to prevent them from crashing into the Tower. Didn't really matter anymore. The shadows from the light rotated over dogs’ enormous circling forms, so that Ana could not get a good look at one for very long. But she got a good enough look to be scared, to know that the dogs’ mouths could easily encapsulate her arm or her neck or even her entire head. 

She had heard of dogs of this type. Wild dogs, living in packs in the middle of Junktown. Some years ago, it had been one of the dangers of traveling through the slum without protection. Ana only traveled through the city proper in the first place for entertainment—festivals, parties, and the like—so it had been easy to find safe ways to go. Dog attacks happened day and night for nearly a year, and then all of a sudden they stopped. The city congratulated itself, applauded its law enforcement, but everyone knew this was a lie. Cops only got called after the fact of any crime. The only people patrolling streets were gangsters—and so everyone knew that gangsters had stopped the dogs.

And maybe they had taken the most vicious, the meanest among the animals, and dedicated them to breeding. 

The large hall was criss-crossed with tall load-bearing pillars, each one straining and bending. Large shelves of pipe-filled concrete caved in everywhere. Walls that led nowhere. Offices built but never finished. Empty portals in rows of steel and concrete like some kind of industrial forest.

If it was an industrial forest, then the dogs were industrial killers. Layered with grease and dirt. Black with dried blood. Dust poured off them as they barked and howled. Their leathery faces ragged, layered in long pink scars. Every coat a badlands, with spires of fur floating in odd directions. Ana whimpered, seeing them more and more clearly, and hurried after Ore.

The light shifted slightly. The hall became more visible. Bones. Beneath the dogs were bones. Bones, ragged pieces of hair, mutilated flesh.

Oh, no. No, no. Why did she have to see that? 

Not seeing all those body parts would have changed nothing, she knew that. But what was anyone's situation but a collection of perspectives?

Halfway across the big open hall now and the dogs still hadn’t noticed them. Step by step, careful, slow. Taking the time to step around what she now realized were frequent piles of dead bone and tissue. Through the rotating lights, she saw the end of the large room—or a wall, at any rate, and what she hoped in the shadows was a door.

And then Gary stepped and stumbled on a big pile of bones, prompting a series of very appropriately Garyish yelps. He was so tired, could barely keep himself up. He swore loudly—and all the dogs zeroed in on him.

Victor grabbed Ana’s arm, sprinting full speed. “Run,” he said, almost idiotically calm. “Run, run, run.”

But Ana was slower than him. He tried to push her forward, and Ana twisted in his grip.

“I've got it!”

He pushed still, sprinting faster, and Ana twisted all the way out. Victor stumbled and hit a wall. The dogs got closer and closer. 

Gary ran at Victor. “I've got him, Ana, don't worry!”

She wasn't worried—she was running. Behind her, she could hear the dogs snapping up, their jaws working around and grunting out deep, horrible barks that echoed off the walls. She matched Ore pace for pace, running beside the smaller woman. The sound of the dogs approaching punished her ears. Their scratches on the floor, the heavy pounds of their paws slapping after her. Every sound they made was violence, potential and actualized. 

Finally, a door at the end of the room—the stairs. Once there, Ana stopped and looked back.

Gary tried to help Victor up. The dogs bearing down on them, a snarling cloud of teeth.

“Get off,” said Victor. “Get off!”

Still insistent, Gary grabbed and pulled at him, and Victor pushed him away. Too much time. A dog landed on Victor's chest, and another latched onto his arm.

“O-oh god.” Gary abandoned all help, rushing away. “You should run!”

Victor elbowed the dog on his arm and then rolled, knocking more off his body. The dogs circled around him, all attention to Victor. 

“Run, Ana!” he shouted. “Go!”

She did not go. Gary ran around a network of interconnected walls and arrived at the door, blood trailing down his pants and his shoulder. He tried to tug her through the door, and she slapped him away. 

Gun in hand now, Victor blew a hole through the head of one dog and then another. The other dogs remained undeterred, snarling, snapping. He tried to shoot as he ran, but one dog leapt up and clamped down on his hand and the gun. Victor fired into him, the dog’s brains trailing out on its back, but its jaw remained locked.  He punched another dog and released the gun, freeing his hand.

He closed on the exit. Dogs trailed after him. Ana held the door ready.

Victor careened past Ana into the stairwell, pushing her aside. Ana banged the door shut quick as she could. Tufts of a dog’s tail caught in the door. Three of the beasts managed to rush through the door before Ana closed it. Outside, bodies slammed into the door and wall. 

The three dogs inside leapt up on Victor, crowding his chest and arms. Ana tried to grab him, but he pushed her away again, and he and the dogs all tumbled over the rail. 

Ana did not see his fall, but she heard him land, again and again, tumbling on down the stairwell.

* * * * *

Gary knew his father quite well before the old man was murdered. They were pals, buds. If he could think of something to do on a Friday night, often it was to hang out with his father. 

Gary’s father, Arnold, worked as an accountant for a drone security firm. The firm made tiny drones that protected the small, head-sized drones which constantly surveyed the population, identifying consumption choices and recording data about shop choices, clothing, fads, trends, all that sort of thing. Most laborer homes—such as Arnold’s, as accountants were smack-dab in the middle of the laborer class—were required to have small ports in the walls or ceilings to allow the drones inside for recording at any time of the day. The machines had full, unrestricted access to consumers—except when it came to those in the fringe. 

The problem with the fringe, Gary’s father would explain, was that they still buy everything but they don’t want to work in a proper damn job like everyone else. They want to make money, but they don’t want to do it the tried-and-true way, working up with a corporation and creating some loyalty.

Gary did not point out, during these talks, that his mother had been traded from one corporate area to another within Tri-American for almost ten years straight, working for nearly two dozen sub-corps in that time. That didn’t seem like loyalty to him, but why stir up the hornet’s nest?

Anyway, Arnold’s sub-corp, SharpeTech, built tiny wasp-like drones to follow around the eyebot drones, sending out sub-lethal stingers (bullets) loaded with subduing effects (poisons). Without these—and heck, even with them—folks in the fringe would go out of their way to down the drones. Sometimes the drones were broken out of protest, in an attempt to establish some privacy. More often, though, it was to create tech scrap for bootleg cybernetics shops and doctoring stands. 

So, there was a lot of accounting to do, what with all the new drones coming in, the old ones getting scrapped or repaired, and constant upgrades required to make everything hang together.  When Gary’s father got home, his brain was usually tired out—working the standard eleven-hour work day, just like any of his compatriots who weren’t really that serious about getting ahead, only getting by—and he was ready to absorb some mindless entertainment.

Arnold and Gary alternated between several channels, but mostly what they watched came down to two things:  Singer Contest and wrestling. 

Singer Contest, sponsored by Tri-American (everything was sponsored by Tri-American in their house, even the toilets, otherwise Arnold would be arrested and Gary likely sent off to a manufacturing camp in the Yukon), was a weekly program in which the world’s best amateur singers from the fringe and laborer classes competed for a shot at Citizenship. Kadaya Sarin had won some time past—the only real, permanent winner in the past five years, as Gary recalled.

There had been other winners, of course—every season had to have some winner—but Kadaya was the only one who hadn’t had her Citizenship revoked. None of the others were able to produce consistent hits. Either you were helping stitch the fabric of the economy together, or you were helping it dissolve. Singer Contest winners, mostly, just won larger responsibilities.

Wrestling was a little less depressing. Classic displays of good and evil on display—Gary’s favorite was Jack “Grizzly” Baer, and Arnold’s was “Hot Shot” Henry Shots. Steel cage hover matches, tag team tussles, battle-battle-battle royale-royales, Shots and Baer would do it all. Sometimes they fought each other, and sometimes even for the title. Those were grim nights—son and father shouting over each other to cheer on their favorite, and the loser’s fan sullenly striding off upstairs to pout. 

But they would always make up the next day or so; Gary would bring his father flowers or maybe a basket of candy he picked up from a street vendor, or Arnold would bring Gary a spare drone from work to examine. Gary loved science, after all. Anything to do with computers. He really thought he could make it up to Citizenship one day, just so long as he kept his nose to the grindstone and learned all there was to know about his field. 

Too bad he had only gotten his start at eight years old. Too late, most of the time, for any would-be strata-jumpers. 

It was a nice existence, trading wins and thoughts with his dad. Gary liked it. There was structure and a routine. 

Then, one day, Arnold’s sub-corp laid him off, and redacted his pay for the past five years, suddenly finding his work to be sub-standard. This left him in debt to the tune of more than six figures—an impossible amount to pay off with the amount of time he had left before mandatory retirement at eighty-six. 

Gary came home that afternoon and found Arnold on the couch where they watched all their shows. Over his father's head was one of the waspbots that he had crunched numbers for, that he had spent years of his life devoted to. The waspbot floated quick, buzzing on one side of Arnold's head and then the other.  It turned to fire at Gary, but only hissed out empty pneumatic sounds—all its stingers had already emptied into Arnold. 

“No mess,” said his father’s note. “No burden.”

* * * * *

The Tower, even as high up as Samson and Partner were, broke and bent inward. Like an old scarecrow left out in the wind too long, it had started its lean. It would only lean so far before it broke. Everything was on a tilt.

Below them, Junktown burned. Junktown drowned. There was nothing of itself left, not anymore. He and Partner stood next to a window, a bit frozen. They watched as the Dam burst, the full tides of the Mississippi releasing onto the city below. Enormous chunks of concrete and metal slammed into the overturned and leaning buildings, obliterating them. The Tower shook as house-sized concrete boulders slammed into its base.

“It is too bad we are so high up, and that I used my parachute already.”

“Why?”

“Because we could help, Partner-Samson.”

“We'd die down there. We couldn't save them all.”

“Saving them all is never the directive. Just the ones we can.”

This high up in The Tower, the floor plans narrowed as the structure came to a point. There was only one stairwell up, and no elevator. They were near the top floor now, just a floor away. Samson had developed a bit of a limp after the initial shock of the quake, and Partner helped him walk, supporting him with accordion arms. The ceiling and walls continued to sink in on themselves, barely holding up.

Samson had not had much opportunity—any, really—to visit the few floors above his own. Once, he had tried, and Petrov saw him and caned his back for being there without permission. Samson hadn’t been able to stand up straight for a week.

They ascended the stairs of the floor and entered the top floor. There was a powerful door which once blocked the way—thick and metal with complicated circuitry guarding its lock. But the wall around it had crumbled. They stepped through the holes—the door itself supporting the rubble now.

In the room they entered, something like white slime shifted and gathered on the floor, pushing out from an opening in the middle and slipping upward in coils toward the bending, twisting pillars in the room. These coils pushed up wires and attached and re-attached panels of ceiling, repairing them. Long tendrils of quickly-forming cables wrapped around the pillars and straightened them and stayed wrapped, keeping them in place.

“Is this regulation?” asked Partner. “I do not believe this is in my records. We should take several samples. Headquarters will want a report. The database is ever-expanding.”

“No,” said Samson, amazed. “There's nothing like this out there. I did this, I think. I made it.”

“Ah.” Partner clapped its hands together. “Then you can deliver the report yourself. I shall take a sample just in case.”

It leaned down and scooped up some of the goo into one finger. 

The pillars of this room seemed to be held in place now, the white mass crystallizing and turning a dark blue color. The remaining mass slithered down to the floor again and slid up underneath Partner and Samson’s feet and under the door back down the stairs.

This repairing mass was not something Samson designed, not truly. It was something he had brainstormed—that he had thought of and theorized in his notebooks complete with diagrams and figures, and then mentioned to Crash—but it was not something he had implemented. 

Crash in fact had access to whole notebooks full of Samson’s thoughts and designs. Seven notebooks, in fact, with schematics and ideas of how to make all the tech work. It would be pretty simple for Crash to send someone into Samson’s workshop when Samson wasn’t there and start copying everything.

If Crash could make this work, this self-repairing room, just from what Samson had drawn one Sunday afternoon six months ago...what else could Crash copy?

Was Samson’s true ability in creation or in his conception of creations? All too often they felt intertwined. Most of his best ideas came about from implementing the ideas he had thought of before, and then in implementing those new ideas even more visions of possibilities would flood through his mind. At times in the past, he had become so impressed with his ability to conceptualize that he tried to dedicate whole weeks and months only to that, but these periods quickly expended themselves of ideas. Without regular doing, he became stagnant and morose. 

The Tower groaned and leaned. A giant wailing for its children. The escape was not far. 

Through the hall, Partner clumping and Samson shuffling. They came across a half-open door, voices inside.

“Where’s the other Bones?”

This was Crash speaking. He was alive! The Faces were alive! He could see little through his angle in the door—Max Bones sitting, leaned back, clearly high. Crash paced around him. Petrov was in one corner, the metal mesh of his face hidden in shadow.

Samson almost rushed in, but Partner grabbed him.

“There are weapons inside,” said the copbot. Its voice was quiet, vibrating down only to Samson.
Samson almost said it was okay, that they could go in anyway.
“I don't care about those Bones bastards.” The gravel of Punchee Wallop was unmistakable. “I want to talk about the girl.”

“To hell with the girl,” this was Storey, now. Samson was surprised. She was a survivor. “I want that little slock's head on a pike, Crash. I don't care what he's made for you.”

Samson stopped. That must have been him. He didn't want to just present himself to Storey's murderous rage, not after surviving this long.

“We'll talk about it in a minute, doll. I want to know where the other Bones is.”

“You mean Harry?” 

“That’s the other of you, Max, yes.”

Max shrugged long. “Dead.”

“Dead?”

“Yup.”

“Damn, Max. Don’t tear yourself up about it.”

A chair groaned as Max shifted and shrugged. “What are you gonna do about it? Your fancy suit there raises people from the dead now, after getting crushed from such as a ceiling?”

“I’m just saying. You can show some grief for your brother. We all adults here, baby.”

It was hard to imagine, Harry Bones being dead. He ran entertainment in Junktown, which mean he ran women. Prostitutes. Not anymore. There weren't women in Junktown anymore, probably. There wasn't a Junktown anymore.

Crash put a hand down on Max's shoulder. “You all drugged up, honey?”

Partner tensed up. “Drugs?” he whispered to Samson.

“Stay here a minute,” he said to Partner. “Just wait this out.”

Partner's eyeflaps flattened out, clearly unhappy. 

“Leave ‘em alone, Crash,” said Wallop

“He ain’t supposed to be getting high on his stash, baby.”

“We ain’t supposed to be sitting in a tower what’s falling down! Uniqueness abounds! Let’s not get caught up in it, huh? I ain't supposed to have a girl get in The Tower trying to kill me. How about that?”

“I said to table that mess, baby. How long we got before we fall? Petrov?”

“No more than two hours,” said Petrov, voice cold and robotic. “We’ve already sunk in a few times. I wouldn’t say more than one hour, safely.”

“Let’s call it forty-five minutes, then.”

“That's enough time for that bitch to get up here and come at me. How the hell did she get in here?”

“How should I know how she got in, baby? Ask Petrov.”

“There is too much chaos to know.” This was Petrov now. “She is in. She will not make it up here. I would not worry about it.”

“I know you wouldn't, you bastard. She don't want to skin you alive. It's real easy to not get your mind in a tussle when nobody wants you dead.”

“Are you blind?” Petrov stepped toward the table now. “The earth itself wants us dead. She will be no exception. In the lower floors, her situation is more perilous than ours. Do not worry yourself. Even the assassin she was with is dead. If there was anyone to worry over, it was him.”

“How about this.” Wallop leaned forward, dwarfing the table. “How about I worry about my worries, and you worry about fixing the security in this place?”

“Perhaps you would explain to me how to create security for a unique occurrence? Shall I build a wall for asteroids as well?”

“How the hell should I know? You're the security guy. You—”

Something hard and loud thunked against the door—a chair.

“That is enough, goddamn.” Crash's voice was amplified by the suit—he must have had the helmet activated. “We in this ship together. We live and die together, no matter what. Now, the escape pods are working, we know that. So what I want to know is—”

“What I want to know is why the hell are we talking so much about that boy's damn sister when I want him dead and gone.”

“Goddamn, Storey. I'm trying to talk here, doll.”

“I don't give a damn what you say! You’re done. Look outside! There's no Five Faces without Junktown. There is no Jackson Crash, boss of me. There is no Petrov, boss of me. You're as nothing and as dead as I am. Now Petrov tells me Samson is alive. Wallop, you want his sister? Go get her. I'm gonna get Samson. You want to come with me?”

“Partner-Samson,” whispered Partner. “I think they are speaking of you.”

“...Yeah.”

“Baby doll,” Crash's voice returned to its normal frequency, the helmet gone, “you want to go run out into a collapsing building, you go run into a collapsing goddamn building.”

“And if I make it back here? You won't take nothing out on me?”

“What do I care? Have at him.”

Partner was beside itself. “This is conspiracy to murder! What a case!”

“Me, Partner,” said Samson. “They’re talking about me. Listen, you have to—”

Partner ripped out from Samson’s arms, bursting the door open wide. Its fists rotated into themselves, replaced by rotating gun barrels. 

“Crime!” Partner cried, turning at each person in the room in turn. “Crime! Crime! Crime! Crime!”

They were all shocked for a moment—even Crash didn’t know how to react, his metallic suit not enveloping him fully. Partner’s armguns whirled up, rotating, ready to fire...and nothing happened.

Samson realized coolly that he had never loaded the copbot’s arms. 

Crash stepped around the copbot with a cold stare. Interlocking plates slid over his body, the suit metamorphosing into full armor. A long blade formed from his hand. The blade made a low shunking sound as it ripped through the copbot's middle. 

“What the hell, baby.” Crash continued to circle, tilting his head at Samson.

The blade slashed down to the side. Gears and wires bottomed out from Partner. An enormous section of its middle gone and no longer connected to itself. Crash lashed out again and lopped off the lower half of one of Partner’s legs. Another went straight through its thick metal skull. 

Partner still tried to fight, seemingly not understanding why its guns weren’t firing. But as soon as that blade shot through its skull, something left it—some spirit, some vibrancy—and all motion in its body went still, sliding headfirst forward onto the blade. Crash retracted the blade and let Partner fall with a thump.

“You sick a copbot on me, baby?”

Samson had to look away from Partner, the stillness of it.

“Where's my sister?”

“What? You mouthing at me now? What I tell you about mouthing at me, baby?”

“Where's my sister?”

He rushed at Crash, and Crash smacked him down to the ground. That was everything they had together.

“Don't worry, boy,” said Storey. “You'll find each other soon enough.”

She was covered in blood—maybe the blood of her boy. Maybe her own blood. Maybe the blood of other boys that had died. All the blood she carried, though, was blood for Samson. She advanced, smacking her chain-wrapped club in her palm. 

Her face was terror. Every terror. All the premonitions Samson had ever felt about his death carried that image with them, bordering on the consciousness, her presence leaking in, waiting to break his skull apart. Head ringing from Crash's blow, Samson tried to back away, scooting over the floor. It wouldn't be enough.

A curious, hot whine entered the room. Samson thought it was Crash’s suit malfunctioning for a moment. And then there was a flash of blinding light. 

Huge metal arms wrapped around Samson, and he was rocketed back. Partner had him now. Billows of smoke poured out from behind Partner’s feet and back, fire and fusion propelling them through a window.

For a few brilliant, crazy moments, they were out of the Tower. The whole of Junktown was beneath them, flooded and broken, an apocalyptic mess of ragged buildings. 

Samson really thought he was going to die.

Okay, he thought. Okay. At least there’s a crowd in hell today; at least there’s something I could get lost in.

Partner had other plans. It tilted its torn head and aimed upward with its arm, a grappling hook firing out and latching onto one of the repaired columns of the Tower. They swung catty-cornered out from where they fell and busted through a window, Partner cushioning the fall.

“Samson-Partner!” Partner banged the ground. “Good does not know how to fail!”

For a few seconds they lay there. Samson touched himself, touched Partner over and over. From above them, there was shouting. 

Samson crawled over to the side of the Tower, perking his head up—it was Storey’s voice.

“That boy’s as bad as they come, copbot!” Storey yelled after them. “Bad as they come! You arrest him for me! You got every right!”

* * * * *

“Ana?”

Gary could see she wasn’t paying attention—still looking over the edge, still seeing the spray of blood and gore from the dogs and Victor’s fall. Ore was busy on the stairwell, trying to disentangle Victor's backpack from the steel railing. The Tower leaned, and the backpack kept slipping away from her reach as she worked. Gary watched, heart in his throat, the gorgeous curves of Ana’s body as she looked down the corridor, searching for signs of Victor. 

The Tower pushed him forward into her as it broke apart; everything in the world pushed Gary toward Ana.

“Victor!” she called down. “Victor! Say something, Victor!”

Some muted, small voice was coming out of Ana—from her hand.

It was really her hips that got to him, he realized. She had lovely breasts, a great behind, terrific hair...but the hips really brought the whole package together. How could she blame him for looking? She was made for looking.

“Ana, your hands...they’re talking. Why are your hands talking?”

Finally he touched her—taking a moment to luxuriate in the sweet, soft feel of her warm skin—and tugged a bit at her forearms.

She pushed him on instinct, and Gary slammed back into the door—where the dogs were still pounding and barking. 

“Don’t touch me!”

A voice emitted out from her hands, clear now. “I think I’ve finally gotten through. Hello?”

Ana, confused, finally looked in her hands. There was an ear inside—Victor’s ear. Gary expected her to squeal, maybe, screech and drop it. But instead she just held it up to her face, examining. 

Ore looked with her. “What the hell.” 

Somehow, Victor had ripped his ear off before tumbling off the stairs—and gave it to Ana. That was some kind of foresight.

“Hello? I can hear your voices. How many of you are there?”

“There’s three of us,” said Ana. “Who are you? Where are you?”

“Three of you, huh? Where’s Victor?”

“He’s dead. He fell down a lot of stairs.”

“Goddamn, I was afraid of that. His sensors are reading a lot of blunt force trauma, and he wasn’t responding very well to his reboots. All right, can’t be helped. What were you doing with Victor?”

“He took me with him,” said Ana. 

Gary came close to Ana, glad for the excuse. “He said he'd get us out of here.”

“Did he? That's two of you. What about the third?”

“I'm here for my own reasons,” said Ore.

“Which are?”

“My brother's here, somewhere. I want to find him. And I want to kill somebody else.”

“Have you seen today? I think God's outpaced you with that last part.”

“Maybe. Better to know for certain, though.”

“A woman after my own heart! Okay, then. We've got about as much time as a shore-leaved sailor in a thousand dollar whore, you get me? You have to—”

“Who are you?” asked Gary. “What’s happening? Where are you?”

“My name is Mike. I’m far away from there, which is where you ought to be trying to get. There’s—”

Gary was getting frustrated. “Where is your voice coming from, man?”

“From the ear in your hands, obviously. Or her hands. Whoever’s. Any other brainburners? No? Okay. You gotta listen, then. Victor should have had a pack with him. Do you see it?”

“I got it, yeah.” Ore jangled the backpack she grabbed from the railing.

“Who’s that? The girl with the brother?”

“My name’s Ore.”

“Ore. Like metal?”

“If you like.”

“All right, Ore. Inside there should be some data slabs. Are there?” He chuckled. “Ore there? Get it? Just kidding. Lighten up folks, it's murder today. Seriously, though. Are there?”

“Yeah,” said Ore. “They here.”

“Goddammit, that’s good. Pass them around. Each of you gets one, okay? I trusted them all to Victor, but he’s...trained for this. You aren’t.” 

Gary held up the thick slab Ore handed him. “These are big. I didn’t think they made them big like this anymore.”

“They don’t, unless they need a lot of data. Those three drives hold rather sensitive corporate information. Like, all of it, for this whole region. Every file stored on every computer, okay?”

That would be zettabytes of information. Maybe yottabytes.

“How much is all this worth to you?” Ore asked.

“How about a trip off that Tower? How much is that worth to you?”

“You gonna pick us up if we give you these things?”

“I will.”

“Us, and anybody we got with us?”

“Sure. Whoever you like. Just get to the top of The Tower.”

That sounded great to Gary. He was about to say so, but then Ana banged her hand down on the door.

“Citizenship,” Ana said coldly.

“What?” Mike sounded surprised.

“You want us to do this?” She leaned into the ear. “Citizenship. For all three of us. Four of us. Her brother, too. You make us Citizens and we’ll do it. Victor was a hitman, right? He worked for some corporation, then. A big one, too.”

Mike's tone revealed nothing. “Maybe he did.”

“Citizenship,” Ana said again. “You work on it now, too. I want us to be Citizens before you even pick us up. If we die, I want it logged in the annals.”

“Yeah,” said Ore, smiling and shaking her finger at Ana. “I like that. Otherwise, the hell with your data, and we’ll take our chances with our own way off. Ororo and Samson Castelle. You put us on that list.”

“Ana Konopolis.”

“Gary Ross.”

Mike sighed. “Let me see what I can do.”

“Shove it up your ass, see what you can do.” Ana banged the door again. “Either you can do it or you can’t. No seeing.”

Gary wished she would stop banging the door. The dogs were behind it. She was riling them up. Their barking was getting louder, angrier.

“Fine!” said Mike. “Fine. Okay. Citizens. You’re all Citizens. Tax cuts and all. I’ll put someone on it right now.”

Sudden, easy grins across everyone’s face. Citizenship. Easy living. Healthcare.

Gary’s mother—she would have Citizen healthcare, too, if she was still alive. Such a thing was possible, he expected. Maybe the hospital...maybe it wasn't all the way collapsed. Survivors happened, right? People survived.

And if she did, forget inner-city Junktown hospitals, forget shoddy slum medicine that only worked half the time. She'd be on the top of the pile and get the best treatment available in a hospital that was pure and white and didn’t have yellowed sheets or half-doctors with best guesses about how to treat her cancer. 

And all they had to do was this one, crazy, impossible thing.

Ore had already started up the stairs again, shuffling to keep her feet in the strong lean, and Gary followed Ana—making sure to be behind her. He could cover her rear. She stuffed the ear in a pocket.

Beneath her, he could watch her all the more intently. Once, Ana turned and Gary averted his eyes—but still met hers, and felt that awkward quasi-telepathic pang of shame that let him know he had been caught.

They passed one floor and then another, and then another—the doors either locked or barricaded somehow. Boards and furniture hammered in, rubble piling over the opening.

In front, Ore stopped the ascent, banging against a door. The stairs again were blocked by caved-in rubble—the building in full disrepair. The collapse must have been recent. Dust and dirt still filled the air.  Gary could see why Ore was becoming so frustrated: the door had no knob, and was just a flat panel, shaking from the strikes of her weight. 

“Locked,” she said, shaking her head and shoving her shoulder against it.

“Could you try your hand?” asked Ana.

Ore shook her head. “It crushes. Tears.” She opened and closed it, showing off. “Pears, apples, skulls, no problem. Maybe if I tried, I’d get inside and tear through, but what if it’s three feet thick? Too much time lost. We'll all die in the meantime.”

“So what?” Ana kicked the door in frustration. “Do we go back? Back to the dogs?”

“Maybe we could fight them. You fight okay?”

“Do I look like I fight okay?” Ana was incensed. “You think because I'm tall that I fight things? Is that what you think?”

Ore looked unimpressed. Gary stepped between them. 

“Look, look, okay? This door—I mean you can’t just have a door and not have a way to open it, okay? That doesn’t make any sense. This is a residential building...you know. Sort of. And she said the elevators don’t work for another, what, ten floors or something? Let’s just have a look around.”

Ana, frowning, backed off. “Fine. Everybody take a wall.”

They began to search. It didn't take long now that they tried. Next to the door, he saw it—a camouflaged panel, loosened a bit already by all the banging.

“Here,” he said, popping it open. Inside was an old-timey card scanner and a number pad. Relief spread through the tenseness in his shoulders. If it had been a retinal scan, that would have been all for them.

“I know these, okay?” He pulled out the small toolkit from his pants, setting his data slab on the ground. “I know these panels. I’ve studied them. Just give me a minute.”

The toolkit had been a gift from his mother. By habit alone, he caught each screw as it unscrewed from the panel.

Ana clapped him on the shoulder. “Hell yeah, Gary.”

Pride swelled up through him. He’d show his worth with this, right? They’d get through it fine—he had to get through it fine. And then they’d spend time afterward someplace nice, someplace tropical like Memphis or Charleston, and of course they’d have sex and not just that but make love, oh man, and she’d call out his name and beg him not to leave her...

Distantly, there was a sharp bang and then a series of more hard bangs, followed by loud, angry barking. 

“Are you goddamn kidding?” Ore leaned over the stairwell, looking down. “Goddamn.”

The barks became louder, echoing up toward them in the stairs.

Next to him, Ana bit her nails. “Whatever you’re doing, Gary, you gotta hurry.”

Finally, he brought out the last screw. The panel banged down to the floor. His slipped his hands into the loose spaghetti of wires revealed, searching and probing. Small electric shocks pricked through his system, but he kept going. Ana was right there, watching. She watched him. She needed him to succeed. Trails of smoke slid up through the mess of wires, originating from he didn’t know where. The dogs were getting closer—he could hear their paws slapping the stone steps now. Tug, pull, rearrange, try and make it click—

With a low tone, the door sprang open.

The three rushed inside as one, pushing each other over and scattering themselves through the opening. Gary lunged to the door and smashed the panel next to it. It was only then that he saw he had left the data slab outside. Too late to grab it now.

One dog, leading the pack, zoomed through the opening, claws skidding as it turned. Slobber trailed out behind it.

Toning once more, the door slammed down on the next dog, locking the rest of them out. 

Bad luck for the dog that got in, it chose to go after Ore first. Leaping high, it aimed for her neck. They tumbled down, the sharp clanging whine of Ore’s tech hand easy to hear. Gary looked away. Ripping sounds, crunching sounds. 

Ore stood up, and the dog’s head was emptied out on the floor. 

“What I tell you,” she said. “Skulls, no problem.”

Gary looked back at the other dog, the one that had been trapped under the door. The poor creature was still alive. The door had come down in a way that pushed through its head and trapped its suddenly broken neck. Whimpering. Snot trails everywhere. Blood from its mouth. The snouts of the other dogs tried pushed beside it, snarling, teeth gnashing. 

“Jesus,” said Gary, sliding backward. “Jesus, Jesus.”

Ore walked over to the dog, studied it for a second. First she bent over, as if to grab it, but the reaching mouths of the others gave her pause. Frowning, she raised her foot high and stomped it down hard on its skull—and then again a few more times. 

“I don’t like that,” she said. “Suffering. Not at all.”

* * * * *

I think it is worth the time to discuss the nature of the power structure in Junktown. Obviously, the Five Faces ran everything. As the only force capable of instituting anything like order in the area, this had become their right. 

It was a point of pride among some of the Five Faces that their power had been obtained through legitimate means—by which of course, I mean democratic means. However, like most democratic means in a land without oversight, corruption thrived. Corruption, indeed, became its own form of economy (they would say “hustle”) in Junktown. There were specialized runners who delivered bribes from place to place and other sorts of runners, known as “catchers,” who intercepted these runners; there were loan sharks dedicated solely to funding the process of bribery; there were “sequesters” whose job it was to hold onto bribes until an election result was satisfactorily given. 

It was a complex process which required quite a bit of political and financial acumen to stay on top of. Elections were once every three years. This was seen largely—through reports of several different sources all over the poverty spectrum—as, “a pain in the ass.”

A great many records indicate Jackson Crash had several discussions with figures from Tri-American and Groove about setting up the Five Faces as a sovereign corporation, each with their own Corporate Share. 

We can safely assume that neither of the Bones brothers or Wallop knew about this dealing. These three were stout supporters of democracy, for all their myriad flaws, and despised the notion of corporate control—even their own. If they had known of Crash's plan, they would have murdered him in his sleep.

Petrov is another matter. He is a subtle man, as no doubt you have already learned in school or through other records such as this. One interesting tidbit that I was not able to find too much evidence to support—but which is a theory I endorse and find fascinating as can be—is that it was Petrov who had been Oscar's nefarious third-party, the party to whom the clone was dealing stolen information.

From Petrov's own writings:




In all things we do, we ape the corpocracy. As the Five Faces, we are the CEOs of Junktown. All of the CEOs of the corps directly beneath us, such as the Tangerines or the Labor Dolls, are in fact our Shareholders. All of the sub-corps of these gang corporations are in fact our Citizens. The rest are merely employees, though they all believe they run their own hustle. The Citizens vote for Shareholders, the Shareholders vote for CEOs, and to stay in power, we buy their vote. I wished to make my position as a Face chronic so as to avoid the poisonous laze which the constant bribery and need for funds presents while real work remains to be done.  Wallop refuses to see the overlap in duties of our positions and the positions of those in the corpocracy proper. It is perhaps due to his pride that he is different, that he is better, that his pursuit of wealth is somehow more nobler than it might be if he were to pursue wealth in the corporate world. But all pursuits of wealth are ignoble. There is no nobility to wealth; there can be nothing noble about pursuits which have no end.




Now, doesn't that sound a bit like someone who would endorse a powerful third-party opposition to a bicameral corpocracy?

In any case, he had no time in which to pursue his real goals. Many records have devoted themselves to the Junktown hypothesis—whether Petrov would have been able to create a real revolution in the arena of the slum to the corporate world which stymied all independence, in his mind. He talked often of a “terrific event” which would have to serve as the catalyst for change, and always was on the lookout for anything he could take advantage of in this regard.

Too bad for him, he would not live past the event which allowed his vision to come true.

* * * * *

Two years before, Ore got called into a bar across the street from The Tower by Punchee Wallop. 

The bar was called Yahtzee's. It was a hang-out for Tower hopefuls and for Tower residents. It was also the bar that Wallop owned. He was the CEO of a gang—the Gatewaters—that ran liquor in Junktown. Technically speaking, liquor was legal to get. But if you got it from someone who wasn't Wallop or his gang, then you were in trouble. Junktown was a hellhole, so he had a nice steady clientele.

In her time, Ore had come to believe that there was some part of humans that required a belief in something bigger than themselves. The folks what lived around her chose mostly money, and if they didn't choose money, they chose God.

Wallop was the sort who despised that part of himself. That he had to believe in something bigger than he was meant he was a slave to it. So, he went out of his way to make everyone else subjected to him.

His boys brought her to the backroom. Old pots and boxes of foodmatter lined the walls. Wallop sat on top of a small desk, his huge frame sagging the wood. He didn't have tech, then.

“This is for you,” said Wallop.

He opened a small crate full of liquor. Hardtop Brand. Red wax label.

“For drinking or for buying?” 

Wallop shrugged. “Whatever you like.”

“I don't drink much.” 

“It's for whatever you like.”

“What's it for?”

“I just said—”

“No, I mean...why you giving it to me? I don't work for you. I ain't done nothing for you.”

“I hear a young up-and-coming woman is making a name for herself in my area. I take it upon myself to give her a gift. In return, all I get are questions. Is this what to expect from you?”

She looked at the crate and sat back in her chair. Lounged. 

“You and I both know that you're running for Face soon. You want something from me for that. Is that about right?”

“Straight to the point, huh? All right. I like that. Smart girl. It's too bad, how smart you are.”

“Too bad?”

“Yeah.” He grabbed her arm, then, and broke it over his knee.

On the ground, Ore tried to think through the pain. What had she taken? What got back to Wallop? Who had lied? She had been so careful...

“This ain't all that much to do with you,” said Wallop. “In fact, it'd be worse for me if it was. It's better if it looks all random like this. You see, I can't have no competition in this place. I can't have people getting ideas. And when a youngster comes up, successful as you've been these last few months? And a woman?” He shook his head. “It makes it look easy. And then people who might have a chance against me might try something.”

“I wouldn't...” she gasped. “You just gotta say...I wouldn't—“

He picked her up, sat her back down on the chair. “I know! I know that. You're real nice. A trooper. That means someone else, one of these other sumbitches, they'd notice that too. And they might try and use you. And I can't use you because I can't have it looking like I'd use a woman.” He shrugged. “My base, you know. It wouldn't support it. So...”

His hands closed around her skull.

“...out of commission you go.”

She didn't remember when he took her eye out. Later on, she would. Later on she would remember the sound of that wetness bursting out from her. She would know the sensation deep and dark; she would know it in the way a shout can echo in a cave for centuries. But not then. An hour after Wallop finished, she came-to walking in east Junktown, spiraling from one end of the street to the other. She had a bottle of the Hardtop Liquor in her hand.

Her broken arm hung loose at one side. Her vision was little more than an avenue for pain. Somehow, she rolled into a cutman's shop.

The cutman was standing over someone already, doing leg modifications. She slapped down into a chair. Leather, low-back, like a barber's chair.

“We're closed.”

“Well open up.”

She tossed all the money in her pockets at him. Wallop gave her some. What a nice guy.

The cutman stepped over and looked at her, arms crossed. His head was bald, covered in his own tech. Gears whirred down and he examined her with a few magnifying lens. Then he counted the money.

“This ain't enough.” He tapped her head. “You hear me? Wake up. Eyes open. Or eye, anyway. There we are. It's not enough, all right? You can get the eye or the arm. I can't do both.”

Not so often is the future laid out in binary. It was almost a relief.

“The arm, then.”

She would need both arms to strangle Wallop.

* * * * *

“I do not believe what she said. I know you are a Good Dude.” Partner tried to grip Samson's hand. The metal fingers were all rent, though. “She must be very bad, for wanting to kill a Good Dude like you.”

They were caught in a broken factory now, most of its equipment filed outward from the hard angle of The Tower. A few heavy workshop tables jockeyed for position at the wall nearest the edge, each trying to beat the other out. There was no way anymore to tell what had been made inside. 

Partner rolled on top of Samson, barely able to hold itself up. The front of its chest looked like a broken axe. Torn from Crash, from the strain of saving Samson. Small tendrils of sharp nanos reached for each other, trying to heal. The two of them were on a wall. There were large holes in the concrete all around.

The only way out of the leaning, groaning Tower was up the stairs, and coming down those same stairs was Storey. Maybe Wallop, too. 

Wallop, you want his sister? Go get her. 

After all this time, Ore. She was alive. She was in The Tower. She was...

She was dead. She had to be dead.

You'll find each other soon enough.

Partner was in bad shape. Even before the fall, Crash's blades had torn it up a good deal. If Partner had maybe a few hours and Samson had all the materials in the world, he could make it functional again. But as things were...

It seemed hopeless. If the Tower didn't kill them, then Storey would. If they got past Storey, then Crash would.

“They're coming, Partner.”

“Yes. You hide. I will hold them off.”

“Can we use your grappling hook?” Samson asked.

Partner shook its head. “The motor is broken. Headquarters was not prepared for my jet maneuver. Too much backlash. When you escape, you will have to let them know. Tell them that P-L-Eight-Four-Five sent you. They will not know the name you gave me.”

Deep, hoarse yelling powered down on them and the door of the small broken office busted open—Storey had found the pair. 

Thick frame all bloody, her hair a tangled mess across her face. She ran across the remains of the floor, shuffling and stumbling and yet still somehow not losing any speed. Her metal pipe swinging wildly overhead, like some carbonized thunderbolt, like a diagram of pain, like a long end to a short beginning. 

Samson ran—leaving Partner on the floor behind him. He thought Storey would only be going after him, but she surprised him. Her pipe clanged, wailing on Partner’s body.

Go get her.

No. He was the one Storey wanted.

“Back off!” 

With a cry, he ran at Storey and pushed into her side with everything he had. The squalid thickness of her bulk did not move. Instead she backhanded Samson, knocked him down.

Then, the worst thing, she laughed. 

“You know, I forgot about you. Skinny little thing. All the harm you done me, I forget. I built you up, you know that? I made you into an event. But you ain’t no event. You just one more sucker in this place.”

Pipe lifted overhead, she swung down at him again, but Samson rolled out of the way. She rose again, struck again, and Samson rolled one more time—and then once more. On the third roll the Tower failed him and he nearly fell through a hole in the long wall that had become the ground. He shot his arms out, trying to power back up to his feet. He could do it, but he had a deficit of time—Storey lifted her pipe again.

Triumphant music blaring suddenly, Partner grabbed Storey’s feet, throwing off her balance. The pipe clanged and sparked right next to Samson's head. Enraged, she kicked Partner across the factory floor, sending its hollow, open body skipping into the far wall. Samson ran after it. He didn’t know if he was going to live, but he knew he wouldn’t do a thing without Partner. 

Partner grinned, eyes bright, and took Samson’s hand. The grip, iron tight. Storey slashed her pipe out at the floor and walls as she stomped forward, laughing. 

There could have been any number of ways to interpret Partner’s nod—a goodbye, maybe? Samson didn’t know, he could only react. With his whole weight, he wrenched up and backward, swinging Partner wide. The robot landed roughshod on Storey’s chest.

Laughing still, she stumbled back, and pushed Partner down. For a moment she was fine, her pipe raised once more. And then blood swelled out from her chest, dripping on down her body in a torrent of thick red. The pipe fell. Storey fell. 

The jagged, rough parts of Partner all covered with blood. One or two feet of metal and wires soaked in redness, some of them several inches long. Some parts razor thin, others thick like shelving. The tendrils still trying to meld together and meet.

Panicking, Samson rushed on top of Storey, trying to cover the blood with her shirt. Her thick belly revealed. It was no use. Too much gushing, too quick.

“I knew you, boy,” said Storey. “I knew you.”

Like an old truck, she sputtered and hacked, and then she died.

All a person’s life was like an intricate series of notes in a workbook, building up this design bit by bit until it all came together. You think that you’re writing in pen, or more than pen—in immutable bronze or marble. Carving out the shape that was already there.

But even the people who hate you, know you. They could hardly hate you otherwise. And they erase themselves, or become erased, or you erase them. And there are no bronze notes in your notebook, no marble engravings. There are only the lightest of pencil markings, or even less than that; there are only names and words written in leaves, always ready to float away.

“Samson-Partner.” The copbot raised up. “You must get out of here. I will stay behind. I will slow you down. Get to the escape pod.”

Samson picked up Partner, then, rounding it over his shoulders. He knew where he had to go. There wasn’t choice left in the matter anymore at all. There never was. It was just a matter of if he could make it there before the building broke. 

“I can fix you,” said Samson. “I’m gonna fix you. So hold on.”

* * * * *

Seven floors up from where Ore had killed the dog. They were all tired now, too tired to talk. But close—so close to the elevator. 

At least, if Ore was right. Ana wasn’t sure how much to trust this girl. It wasn’t that she thought Ore was lying—not really. Rather, she just didn’t trust that Ore could really remember such a thing. Numbers, figures, locations—she hadn’t had any kind of real education, after all, being on the streets for so long. Ana couldn’t expect her to keep all that straight all the time. Best to be on guard, that was all.

The Tower let out a long bellow and began to shake and swing. Through the narrow windows of the hall, Ana saw the clouds drifting back and forth—and realized that it was the window itself that was moving.

Gary, ahead of Ana, held on to the railing with his whole life. “Oh god, this is it!” 

Ore dug her tech hand into the concrete step before her. Little crumbles of dust slid down from it. 

Ana gripped the railing like Gary, wrapping her arms around its length and trying to prop herself up on the steps beneath her. There were a hundred thousand tons of concrete and steel above her and below her. It was terrible to think that they would crumble, like anything would crumble, and that she would be caught in the middle like so much jelly in a sandwich.

Sounds of the building breaking echoed off the narrow stairwell. Concrete shifting out of itself, steel beams twisting and pushing through the walls, pipes bursting, odd computer sounds whining and whirring. The wall above them burst open and they all screamed.

And then it stopped.

They all stood up, unsteady, looking around for confirmation of their safety. The Tower was not crumbling down; it was not broken in half. Not yet.

It had seemed, in fact, to steady out from its lean a bit. Straightening up once more. The aftershock must have somehow pushed it the other way. 

You see? Ana thought. Things work out for you. This is pre-determined. It is all moving at a purpose.

“Everybody breathing?” asked Ore. 

Everybody was. 

“I thought the quake was done,” said Gary. “I thought it was all done.”

“Maybe there's more,” said Ana. “Aftershocks, you know.”

But trapped as they were, one guess was as good as another. Around the next curve of stairs, steam pushed down—a broken pipe from above them in the wall. They gathered in front of it, testing and withdrawing with their hands. It was hot. It was too hot, Ana thought.

“Jesus,” said Gary. “Can we make it through?”

“I don’t know,” Ana shook her head. “Can’t steam melt you? All that heat?”

Ore tried the door at the foot of the stairs, but it was locked, the knob not turning. No panel, either, like last time. 

“Can you crush it?” Ana asked. “Maybe break the knob off, and I could put my hand through?”

Whirring, clanging, Ore tried, but shook her head.

“It’s too dense,” she said. “A hell of a lock there, whatever it is.”

“Up the steam, then.” Gary slapped one hand against the other. 

He began to unbutton his shirt, and turtled underneath it, sinking his arms inside of the sleeves. 

Ana began to do the same with her jacket, small and green. Gary went up first, screaming the whole way—screaming like he was angry, like he was trying to use rage to power him through the ordeal. It was a very man thing to do, very masculine and stupid. 

Taking a breath, Ana rushed up the stairs. She could feel the steam on her, flattening her jacket against her body, her skin, and then warming it—superheating it. She screamed, just like Gary screamed. It was unbearable, the pain, the heat, and she came to the platform halfway between the steps and she still wasn’t done. 

Leaping up, taking the stairs two and three and a time, she shuffled down on the ground, sliding hard against Gary. He clutched out toward her. She moved away.

“Toss me that jacket!” Ore called up. “My vest, it ain’t much good for this.”

“I can toss it down,” said Ana, “but I don’t know that it’ll reach you. I can’t throw it around the corner.”

“Just toss it!”

Ana stood and tossed the jacket, waiting. Before very long, Ore screamed, thumping up the stairs, just like Gary and Ana screamed. She appeared through the haze of the steam, and Ana caught her, so that she wouldn't trip. Her skin was red in places, blisters sprouted on her neck. Ana could feel them on herself as well.

Up the stairs ahead of them was more steam. They all looked at it for a minute. 

“I don't know about you guys, but I can't do that again.” He shook out his shirt, wet and hot. “There’s no way. We’ve got to go around.”

Ana tried to open the door—locked. 

“Could you...” she looked at Ore. “I don’t know how to kick a door down.”

“And I do?”

“Don’t you?”

Ore sighed, pushing in with her tech hand and ripping the door off its hinges. Beyond, the floor seemed half-finished. Boards covered most of the floor, wobbling still from the aftershock. Two-by-fours, sheets of plywood, none of it steady. Ore picked up a piece of concrete rubble and tossed it out into the middle of the room. A collection of boards shook and then tumbled down, echoing into the building.

Ore shook her head. “Screw. That.”

“If you got a better idea, I’ll do it,” said Gary. “But for now, we gotta go around that steam.”

“Around, around! I’m tired of this around crap! That elevator is right up there,” Ore pointed, “and I’m getting there right now.”

“We can’t do that steam again.”

“Maybe you can’t. My brother is right there, you understand that? He's right there, and all I gotta do is get hurt. So, I’m going.”

Her grip on Ana’s jacket was tight, unshaking. 

Ana liked that jacket—or she had. Raj had given it to her, not so very long ago. They were out shopping in the mall, and she pointed it out. In less than five minutes it was around her back and her property. She wore it on most of their dates since then, trying to show her appreciation. Men appreciated appreciation; it was one of the few things Ana depended on.

“You’re going alone, then,” said Gary. “It’s no sense getting out of here if we don’t have any skin left.”

“We’ll be Citizens! They fix that kinda thing all the time! I heard one fella had a cancer taking up half his body. They just replaced it with tech, he’s good as new.”

Ana shook her head now. “I don’t want any tech skin. I’m sorry. I don’t like criss-crossing either, but we’ve got to do it.”

“Fine then. I’ll see you up there.”

Gary and Ana entered the room, leaving Ore to stare up at the steam, daring it to get hotter. 

The steam heated up the stairwell as well. Ana had not noticed it until she stepped into the twenty-ninth floor, all the boards and empty spaces. Some brisk, cool air sweeping up from underneath them. It was hazy in the room—the breeze pushing some chemical around, maybe. She guessed it was coming up from underneath them, though she did not know from where. Maybe an A/C unit had been knocked out of the wall, still kept on, that sort of thing. In any case, she was grateful for it. 

She and Gary stepped around the room, looking for a way across. Beneath the boards, Ana saw the other unfinished rooms beneath them—large holes in the floors. Like stacked, concrete chess boards portioned with empty squares.

“Here,” said Gary. “Let's try here.”

He pointed to a short board that led across to a sort of concrete island in all the gaps. Ana nodded and followed him across. The boards creaked, shook—but they crossed. It was quick. Easy enough. 

After that, they moved without speaking—using hand signals and nudges to point out the best path. If they went down all this way, they could cross easy using that sturdy beam, and if they took this longer path here—a little wobbly—they could cross on solid concrete for more than thirty feet. At one point, Ana looked back to see if Ore had left—and could not see her through the steam pouring in through the doorway. 

Ana worked toward a safety zone—a concrete section around a pillar in the room. Suddenly, wood clanked underneath her and then snapped—but not all the way through. 

“Are you okay?”

She nodded slow, picking up her foot carefully. “Yeah. It’s just rotted, is all.”

“Hey!” 

It was Mike's voice. 

“Hey, news! You all okay after that aftershock? There's more—”

The ear, bloody and wet, slipped out from Ana's grasp. Twisting, she tried to grab it and then her slab pushed out from her belt, following the ear into the darkness below. She heard the slab shatter beneath them. The board shifted, groaned. 

Her foot in front was keeping the board in place—she hopped forward, and the board drifted down, knocking hollow against the pillars on the way.

“Damn,” said Ana. 

Citizenship...there and gone. She could not tell if she felt empty or weighed down.

Gary rushed back, trying to help her, and tripped, landing hard on the beam and then bouncing off onto the concrete. 

“Damn!” Ana rushed to him. “Are you all right?”

He spat down blood on the ground, shaking his head. “Yeah. Busted my lip, is all.”

“I lost my slab.”

“I saw. I lost mine too. It's back down there with those dogs.”

“Goddammit. They'll still take us, right? They have to. After all this.”

“Ore has hers.”

“She's dead. And you know it.”

The blood on the ground, Gary's blood, drifted quickly toward the far end of the their little concrete safety zone. 

“Damn,” said Ana. “I think we’re leaning again.”

“What?”

“Your blood, it’s moving so quick. We can’t be level anymore. The aftershock, if it straightened us out...it must be pushing us the other way even more now.”

As if on cue, some of the boards around them began to shift, knocking against each other, against the concrete, or just floating down to the floors below. 

“Goddammit,” said Gary. “We gotta move.”

Ana followed him across the boards—but they both tried not to put their weight on the wood. Taking big jumps, falling to their knees on the landings. They had another twenty feet or so to the far wall.

“Coming up behind you.”

It was Ore. Her dark skin reddened, blistered. Her hair plastered on her face and neck. She still had Ana’s jacket. She worked fast, balancing and shuffling on the beams they had already crossed—the narrow few that Ana nearly fell through. Ana's heart leaped at the sight of her—she had her slab still! Citizenship! It would be theirs. It would be. She had earned it.

Gary, huffing, rested against a pillar for a moment. “Steam got you, huh?” 

“Yeah, yeah,” said Ore. “You were right, okay? Don’t get up your ass about it.”

Ana joined Gary on the far side. The door was not far off.  They had to wait—at least for her data slab. That was everything to Ana now. 

Crying out, Ore stumbled and then tripped. Ana's heart wrenched, her guts bouncing. Her hands swung down hard on the board, cracking it. Like sometimes you do with death and dread, Ana saw it all happening before it did. She tried to force out some kind of warning, but there was nothing she could say. Ore’s hand clanged and whirred, trying to establish her grip, and she snapped the board in half. 

And then she was gone, down through the dark and steam beneath them. A series of crashes sounded out, and it was impossible to tell what was Ore and what was the boards. 

Ana got down on her belly, peeking over the edge. “Are you okay?” 

Ore groaned back up at them. Ana felt relief work through her.

“How's the data?” she called down. “Is it intact?”

“Yeah.” Ore's voice was weak. “Yeah, I got it.” 

Triumphant, Ana punched Gary on the arm.

“We have to go on ahead, okay?” Gary peered down through the steam and smoke. “We’ll try and leave a path—we’ll try and make it easy where we can, okay?”

“All right,” Ore shouted up, “all right. Go on. I'll be up soon.”

The next floor's door had another one of those panels to get inside, and Gary took care of it, pulling and tugging on the wires like before. 

“You know,” he said. “I think I’m getting the hang of this. You ever do something like that? Finally get the hang of something that’s critical, but only useful in those moments. Never use it again.” He laughed.

His high-pitched, self-effacing laugh was the sort of thing that Ana didn’t like about some men. There was no part of it that was attractive or appealing. Not that a man always had to be appealing, but good lord, don’t make it a regular process to turn others off. 

The floor was mostly complete. There were a lot of hallways and doors, a lot of offices, inside of which were piles of stolen tech, synthetic drugs, full liquor bottles. Like a customs office. 

At the far end—a light shining down on it—was the elevator. Ana didn’t really believe it, walking through the door, but there it was. A few guns and knives were on the ground in front, abandoned maybe in the heat of the guards taking off earlier. The elevator door, closing and opening, was caught on an overturned stool. 

Ana guessed there had been some kind of process for elevator entrance—probably guards stood in front of it, only allowing certain people through the door, and then even less through the elevator. Now in front of it, she crossed her arms. 

Mike had been trying to deliver some kind of warning to her, she was certain. Was it another quake? How much time was there? Would one more aftershock ruin the elevator? Should they go up now and take their chances by leaving Ore behind? But, they needed the data slab...

She pressed the button, and the elevator started dinging, traveling down the spine of the Tower.

Gary shut the door behind them. “Now we’re alone. Finally, huh?”

“What?”

And then he grabbed her and kissed her. 

It was unpleasant. Ana, taken aback, tried to be cordial about the affront, but it was hard. His tongue slipped up against her lips, looking for a way in. She wondered if he had ever kissed a girl. His teeth grated uncomfortably along her outer lips, almost gnashing in a weird, broken rhythm.

He seemed to let up after a moment, and then Ana pushed him away.

She could not tell from looking at him whether he was relieved, embarrassed, or angry. There was some kind of emotion swirling up in him, though, pushing his head and shoulders down, following him like a cloud. “I was looking for...I wanted a way to tell you. A time, I mean. When no one would interrupt. I’ve been wanting to say it for a while.”

“This isn’t really the time for that, Gary.”

“It’s exactly the time!” 

His face twisted. Ana, for the first time, really realized he had locked the door. Her with him, alone, and him between her and the way out.  She pressed the elevator button behind her. Then again. Again. More. 

“There’s so many times, Ana, lots of times. When I just wanted to tell you how much I liked you, and every time I would talk myself out of it. But it’s important to tell you. You should know, you deserve to know. And I deserve...”

His hands, gesturing wildly as he talked, calmed a bit and landed on her arms. 

“I feel like I’ve helped you a lot. And I deserve to know how I’m doing in that beautiful head of yours. Don’t I?”

A diplomatic route seemed like the best way to handle this.

Ana pressed her hands together. “Oh, listen, Gary...I think you have been really great—”

His face started to fall and twist again, and Ana knew she had taken the wrong path. His fingers formed scoops, digging into her shoulders. He grabbed her then, fingers biting into her shoulders, intent on saying or doing something, and Ana was sure it would be awful.

Three holes burst through the door, laying out circular sections of metal at their feet. The door banged open, and there was Victor, covered in blood. His jaw, metallic, worked around slow and strange, like an ape at a rotted log, trying to test out if there was food inside. There was a gun in his hand—smaller and sleeker than the one he had before.

“Mama,” he grunted. “No. No.”

Victor took Gary by the neck and threw him against the wall, several times. Gary’s eyes looked gone after the first toss. Then again, again, again—all very fast, so that it seemed almost one motion, pummeling him into the wall. Ana didn’t notice at first, but Victor was shooting Gary in the chest the whole time. Thup thup thup. Pockets of garyflesh pattered to the floor.

Victor turned to her and fell to his knees, the gun hanging loose in his spread-out hands. Slowly, head-first, he leaned into her. 

What do you do? What do you say? She took his head in her hands, and—trembling all the while—stroked what hair remained on the deformed remains of his skull.

III

Collapse

––––––––

I must admit to being as lost as you are when it comes to making sense of this whole horrible mess. When this project started, high ambition had taken ahold of me. I would present my findings and my report to the Forum, and hope for some kind of honorific, perhaps even a corner office in the Halls of History. 

But it is more difficult than that, isn't it? Often we say that within our worst times, human beings find themselves at their best. But we can only be our best within the confines of the situation, and sometimes even our best decisions within insanity still become just the lowest (or perhaps highest) forms of insanity. 

Take for instance the rescue efforts for the several million who died within the scant few hours of the quake. Rescue efforts began immediately, of course. St. Louis was a center of economy for much of the Midwest, and even if Tri-American didn’t care about saving people, it did care about saving itself.

Everything that could be used, was used. Hoverchoppers, de-weaponized drones, even some old helicopters were pulled out from flight schools. In one effort to stop the flooding, tons of powdered concrete were dropped into the water. This, of course, only served to create enormous blocks of floating ruin with which to destroy more property and lives.

From Rescue Chopper pilot Karl Hendricks:


It was madness. Everywhere madness. You couldn't look anywhere without thinking you'd lost your mind, like you were living inside of some terrible nightmare. In one direction there would be a building collapsing, and not just collapsing, but drowning too, and on fire through the sides, and people would be screaming and shouting for help. But I couldn't help, because if I got down that close then I'd put the whole chopper at risk. And to another side there would be survivors trying to clutch together to scraps of wood they were able to bind together with clothes and somehow they had gotten rope, too, and but it didn't matter, because a sinkhole would open up beneath them and suck them down underneath. A few moments later their makeshift raft would resurface, without its momentary inhabitants, all of those poor souls drowned, and then some new squad of survivors would make their way toward the raft and try it out. Madness.



At first, the object of the operation was containment. But then the aftershocks hit, and the chasm ripped open, and the Tower began to fall and fall. After it was all said and done, reconstruction was the word of the day.

News records and on-the-scene reporting exists, but all of these are heavily biased. Most of the records available are from Tri-American, which naturally wanted to downplay the scope of the disaster. Its response was, to use limited language, not ideal—ranging from saying that the earthquake didn’t happen, to explaining that it was all the result of an industrial explosion, to claiming that it had been sparked by Groove interference, and then finally by boasting that it had been a celebratory effect of the earth itself in response to, “the awesomeness of the Datawrist 7.”

Groove’s own reporting was heavily biased, attempting to overplay the effects of the disaster (this was hardly necessary, considering its scope, but Groove’s reporting often implied that the whole of the Midwest was at peril and the continent itself at risk of being split in half). Their counter-reporting was so successful, in fact, that it inspired Tri-American to double, re-double, and then triple its rescue and reconstruction efforts at a rate far above its capacity, effectively bankrupting the company in less than five years. 

Raj Petoran, who was at the spearhead of the reconstruction efforts, wrote one of the few first-hand accounts we have, goes into detail: 


The first problem was that we tried to just land buildings on top of all the ruined land. But the land was ruined—far too water-logged to be able to provide solid support for the sudden weights landed upon it, and so these buildings sank. Then we tried to drain the land, but this required brand-new machinery to be devised and laid out on top of all the water. After this, we had to re-fertilize everything—some mineral deposits cracked open spilled into the water and made the land completely barren. Not even weeds grew. Then we had to get people back to living there—and in bigger numbers than before, or else be seen as failures. The solution was to offer money. When money didn’t work, we offered Citizenships. When that didn’t work, we offered Shares. And then everything went even deeper into Hell.



These questions of the reconstruction are delved into with greater gusto by other authors. I myself have been more fascinated with that period of rescue, and more than that, the imminent danger that so many millions of people faced and succumbed to on that terrible day.

Human spirit is a tough thing to get rid of. In the face of danger, most everyone runs. Some freeze. But whether these runners head toward or away from the danger is one of the most basic stumbling blocks in our understanding of good and evil. Do good people run away? Do bad people help? Can one switch from one end of the spectrum to the other? 

And these frozen people—are they caught up in this moral dilemma? Has fright simply paralyzed them, or have they been so untrained in the ways of ethics that their body has become caught in stasis—immoveable object versus irresistible force, all of that. But are they at base wanting to help, and fighting the fibers to flee? Are they at base wanting to flee, and fighting the fibers to help?

Questions. Not many answers. Most of the freezers died. Drowned. Crushed. Burned. Not very practical, freezing in the face of a catastrophe. Understandable, though.

The rescuers rescued. If nothing else, it had become their job—and if the mega-corps were good at anything, it was compelling people to do their job.

* * * * * 

Here is how the morning went for Victor:

He came back from the dead.

Victor had died several times before, or at least he had technically. It was hard for a clone to die all the way—for the body it inhabited to not be usable again. 

Here was the problem with just letting Victor die: 

Quality clones are expensive. 

They are probably the most expensive thing that a person could buy, outside of an entire Alphabet. And an Alphabet, almost by its definition, did not work very well without its other members. Each one served a purpose in protecting the Alpha. 

To grow a new clone, a new brain, and then train it for the several years that it required to know all it needed to know, was too expensive. It was cheaper to replace bits of a clone’s body—bones, muscles, brain, liver, spleen, intestines. Whatever needed replacing could be built again with tech or stem cells. Victor had no recollection of his actual deaths happening, and in fact only dim awareness that his parts were not entirely human parts. He understood that there was metal in him, that various aspects of his brain were installed in the way that you might screw in a shelf or a cabinet, except at a very small scale. He understood this in the way that maybe you understand that you have to eat again after you have just eaten a meal that is entirely too large, in that you cannot deny what has always been true in the past, but the conception of it is beyond your lock into reality.

At any rate, that morning, he was in a lab. It was bright, and he was naked and cool, but not cold. There was a breeze coming from somewhere that probably kept people with clothes on very comfortable. He was not comfortable at all.

Someone took his hand and pulled him up. A man with loose dark hair, poorly combed so that he looked balding even though he wasn’t. He looked like Victor, sort of, with golden eyes and a much thicker neck and set of jowls. Victor recognized him immediately.

“Dad?” Victor asked. “Where are we, Dad?”

The man shook his head. “No way, bud. Just the doc.”

He held a tablet in one hand and pressed Victor’s face to it. Long streams of light and information poured over Victor’s brain. Feelings of family were suppressed. The comitatus of the Alphabet was instilled once more. That strange sense of familial familiarity left Victor and was quickly replaced with another more sterile version. 

Of course. 

This man was Hotel, not Dad. Victor had no Dad. Nostalgia swept through him—not for his father, as he had never had one, but for that feeling that he had possessed one. The feeling that he thought he had a father. The feeling that he was innately worthy of one. Hotel smiled at Victor the way you would smile at a dog, or maybe a kitten that had gotten stuck in a bag.

“All right, Victor,” said Hotel. “How are you feeling?”

“Okay.

Victor looked down at his chest. There was a long patch of circuitry running level with his skin from his navel to his left nipple. It was hard to the touch, ragged.

“I died again.”

“You died again!” Hotel shrugged. “You are a dangerous person, living in dangerous times. It’s a wonder it’s only been eight times, to tell you the truth. You’re very good at what you do.”

“How did it all shake out?”

“Well enough. They dropped in Yankee after you, like they said they would. He mopped them all up. Terror with a minigun, he is.”

“Yankee?” Victor felt drugged, his head swimming. “He makes a mess.”

“You made a mess. Propane tanks, indeed! Yankee cleaned the mess.”

Coming back from the dead was always odd for Victor. He wondered if the other clones had to deal with it very much. He had heard once of Juliette dying, but that was it. Every death seemed like a landmark. There was everything before he was revived, and then everything after. After eight times, now, it was a bit hard to keep track of all the complete rearrangements of his self.

Victor banged the desk. “You tell that damn robot that I’m going to crack his shell open if he thinks he’s taking the credit for that one.”

His emotions powered through him. Death to naysayers. Piss on every fool. Put them in a line.

“You can tell him yourself, tomorrow. I'll hide the propane tanks.”

“Tomorrow?”

“We’re all going to an island somewhere. Deep in the Atlantic. I’d tell you where, but I don’t know. Anyway, there’s a mole been found out, and the boss wants to know how deep it goes.”

“Interrogation?”

Hotel nodded. 

“Am I part of the team?”

“Your loyalty, at this point, is not questioned.”

“Is Yankee’s?”

That would make him happy. Smacking Yankee around, getting him to look like a coward. Wouldn’t that be fun? A real time of a time. He could shove a propane tank into his stupid mech body and blow him up, just like he had done with that other fellow before getting killed.

“This is serious, Victor. This isn’t a time to play hoorah. You’ve got to get out there and kill that mole.”

The doctor gave him a shot from a small gun-like dispenser. Victor felt his emotions cooling, and then cooling more. Like an glacier on top of the steam pressure building.

That was better. Calmer.

Victor slid off the operating table. Nearby was the tray that held all the steel plates and cybernetics tech that could possibly be put inside of him. Many of them were artificial organs, like a glittering, netted liver that was flexible and slender, capable of easily installing itself.

Across the table was a rack with weapons and equipment. In front was his blue and gray work suit. He put it on. There was new bullet-proofing around the chest from where he got shot. He checked it for a few moments, looking in all the small utility pockets strapped across his chest. 

“Is there nothing for explosives?”

“You mean do you have any? Sure. There’s some—”

“No, I mean against it. That was how I died, that time.”

Hotel shook his head. “We didn’t have time for an upgrade like that. You’ve got to get down there and kill Oscar today.”

“Oscar, huh?”

“He was always a little screwy. Mike says he just put himself in so deep that he doesn’t know which team he was playing for anymore.”

“Okay. Which way is out?”

Hotel pressed a button on the wall. The back of the lab opened up into the sky. They had been airborne this whole time. Victor frowned for a moment and grabbed a parachute off the rack. 

“Remember,” said Hotel. “Big meeting tomorrow. Try and take care of yourself, okay?”

It will be in-and-out, thought Victor. Of course I’ll be okay.

* * * * *

Victor? I’ve finally got the auxiliary speaker turned on. Victor, you have to get out of there. Another quake is coming. Aftershock.

Victor stood up off his knees and was yelled at by the voice in his skull. The voice was probably God. It sounded like God. In front of him, his mama was so angry, so sad. Covering her mouth with one hand. With her toe, she pushed at the dead body that Victor had made for her. There was blood everywhere. Everywhere blood. Was he born? Is this how that happens? He knew there was blood at a birth.

Around him were all kinds of parts of the man he’d killed. Someone being bad to Mom. His thoughts were fuzzy. Was that man Dad? How did it work?

He knew this woman was his mother because she was the very first woman he had ever seen, and more than that, she was the first woman he had ever heard—calling out his name some many minutes ago when he had the WAKE UP surrounded by all those dead dogs. Those poor dead dogs. Had they been good dogs or bad dogs? A dog could be either, or sometimes both. Morality was difficult for animals, not having the ability to give it to themselves. 

Were you born in dogs? Was that how people borned? If he was born today, then he was born beside dead dogs who died on top of him—one whose eyes had the life exit straight of it while Victor’s own life began. 

Was it a system like that? Dogs died and a Victor lived? 

After the WAKE UP, Victor had not been able to think much. He just ran up the stairs and climbed the walls and tried to find his Mom. 

Now, he was thinking a lot. Because now, he had done it. He held his mother tight. She was so small and frightened and that was okay because he would protect her. 

He said to her, “Mama, it's all right. I know a lot about killing. We'll be fine.”

And she said, “There's another earthquake coming, Victor. You...your skull said so. I could hear it. It...it warbled out from you. We'll die like Gary's dead. Oh, God, Victor. Gary's really dead. You killed him.” 

You need to get to the top of The Tower, Victor. That's the only way you'll make it.

Right, okay. He would listen to God. Was it God? It sounded like Victor's own thoughts. Maybe it was Victor’s brother. Victor knew he had a brother somewhere; knew it in the bones he had that were not metal. The metal bones knew nothing. They had not paid enough attention in class. Paying attention was important. He would take his mother and they would get to the top and they would be safe and she would teach him mom-type things, like how to suck milk or to wear pants in a fetching way or to shop at the store for the best kinds of fruit. 

“What kind of coconut is the best kind?” he asked. 

Parts of his jaw slopped down onto his mother's feet. There was a lot of his skin that was loose in a great many places. She seemed surprised, stepping back from the red and fleshy mess over her shoes. He would let her take care of it. Mom was so good at that sort of thing.

I'm turning up the volume now. Ana? Was that your name? Can you hear me? This is Mike again. You need to get Victor to the top of the building with you if you can. But the data is the priority. His brain is a little screwy right now.  We're trying to fix it.

“He thinks I'm his mother!”

He is thinking all kinds of things, believe me. 

Victor could think all day long and not get tired of it. Once he had been in a place without thought, but that was gone now that he had the WAKE UP. There was nothing and then there was the WAKE UP, and before that there had been some other things that made him awfully good at killing people around his mother.

Someone stomped up from behind them. “Jesus Christ. Is he a goddamn cyborg?”

At the door now was a small woman with a complex piece of tech in her hands. Or was it her hand? That was interesting. Did she have a metal chest and collarbones and femurs like he did as well? She might have many things like he did, and a few like he didn’t. He could see from her frame that they were different. Wasn’t everyone? That was the way. 

Oh, she had a name. Everything and everyone had a name of course, but this one had a name in Victor's mind somewhere. It was sort of fresh, too, which made it easy to consider but hard to remember. Like the names of paintings in museums you had just left. 

Something dinged. The elevator.

“We can go!” said Mom, rushing inside. “We can go straight up.”

Victor backed in, staring carefully at the new dark woman. Was her name rock? Or would it be Rock? There were letters and then there were LETTERS, and Victor had each kind in his own name and so he should know which was which and where they should go.

He pushed Mom into the elevator and stood in front of this new woman with the metal hand. This was very brave. He would be rewarded later. That was how Moms worked.

“Victor?” said Mom. “What are you doing, Victor? Victor...hon.” She let in a ragged, laughing breath. “Let Ore in. She has all the data. Remember, hon? The data that you need to take? We can all go up. It’ll be no problem.”

Ah, Ore. That was her name. That was a bit like Rock, wasn’t it? Rocks could be dangerous in the wrong hands, like most things. This Ore certainly had a wrong hand. Why was it metal? Was she trying to be dangerous like Victor was sometimes dangerous?

How had he known he was dangerous?

Was it dangerous to have someone dangerous around him being dangerous when he was with his mother? There was so much danger to danger. So many variables to consider.

“She can go later, Mom. It’s you and me now.”

His voice was sort of metallic and tonguey, and he could tell that it bothered Mom by the way she recoiled when he spoke. Spittle dripped down his chest. 

The girl with the metal hand—her name was Ore, yes—she opened her hand and closed it. It clanged and threatened. 

“You let me through, man, or I’ll run through you. I’m going up that elevator.”

Ore pressed forward and Victor shot her in the side. A narrow slice of her hip fell out behind her. She fell to a knee, gripping the wound. Blood splattered down.

“You slock,” Ore grunted. “You goddamn metal slock.”

“Let her pass, Victor honey.” This was Mom now. Her voice was being very, very Mom. She touched him on the shoulder. Wow. “Let her pass. Let her in the elevator with us.”

“I don’t want to be in an elevator with her. She is yelling.”

“That’s all right, Victor. She’s my friend, hon. Mommy’s friend, all right? Don't touch Mommy's friend, that's not how you treat me.” Mom shuddered and let out weird cracking sobs. “You have to let her in. You have to do this. It’s what I want.”

Victor looked between his Mom and Ore. He troubled over the debate beginning. Did Mom know what was best? Of course she did. She was Mom. How would she not know that? He watched Mom blink away tears. Tears of happiness, of course. She was so happy they were together.

“I just...I don’t know that she and I ought to be together, Mom. She is yelling. She is mean to me.”

“Yes, Victor hon. Okay. Why don’t you wait, then?”

“Wait?”

“I’ll take her up, and send her away for you. And then I’ll come back down and grab you. How does that sound?”

“You can’t leave me, Mom. You can’t—”

Tight, hard crushing on his shoulder. He yelped, squealing in pain. A baby’s cry. He was a baby, he would cry like a baby. He staggered and dropped into the wall, firing his gun out and up. But not towards Mom, no! Not toward her. She was sacred. Like a cow. Like a sacred Mom cow.

She was gone. The elevator dinged up and they were gone. Roaring up at her, Victor broke open the elevator door with his foot. Bones shattered there. That was too bad. 

Could he grow them back? 

You could grow anything back, or if you couldn’t, then you could replace it.

Wires ratcheted upward—he grabbed one, swinging, following the elevator up. Flesh burned off his hands.  Floors zoomed past. Working, gripping, swinging, he climbed. The cabin was not so very far above him.

He fired in a corner of the cabin and heard Mom scream. That was all right. He wasn’t going to hurt her, she was his Mom. You couldn’t hurt your Mom. No one could really hurt her. He fired and fired again.

The metal started peeling away. He reached up, grabbing edges and folding it. An opening—he could get it!

There were screams. Everyone so excited.  He reached through the hole with his gun and one of them kicked his gun away. That was smart. Who had done that who was so smart? Mom was often smart, but then so probably too was whoever Mom hung out with. He lifted up his other hand, and they stomped on his fingers.

God, that hurt. He had trouble hanging on. What were they thinking, doing that? He opened his mouth—stop, he wanted to say. Another kick, under his mouth this time, and off went his jaw. Tongue hanging loose like a towel on a rack. 

Lordy whoo, but that hurt. Where was God? His brother? Where was his brother God to help him?

He lifted up, and Ore kicked him in the face. Brain matters clanged around on the metal of his skull. Ore hopped around, holding her foot. He rolled into the cabin entirely. Ore picked up his gun and shot him in the chest. Clang, clang. A weird sort of vibration, spreading out around his body, the force dissipating.

The elevator dinged. Top floor. 

“Please, Victor,” said Mom. “Please, son. Just let Mommy past, okay? Let us get by.”

Victor shook his head slowly. He tried to say a few things but without his tongue it was all just slobber and blood.

I’m very sorry, all of you. You’re out of time. If there’s something you can hold on to, you might want to do it.

Mom’s voice, desperate. “What does that mean?” 

And then everything began to shake and lean and tumble and break.

* * * * *

Ana’s relationship with her family was complex, at best.

When she was young, her mother had entered her into beauty contest after beauty contest. Ana's talent had been singing, but really her talent was being pretty (inasmuch as the judges deemed children as pretty). She could not sing worth a damn.

She won contests in her neighborhood and then her area. Then, she was a finalist three times in the city. This was a big deal, if only because there were so many contestants and so many gauntlets to run through. Ana didn’t think that little girls really cared that much about being pretty—she didn’t think that they cared about anything except what their parents told them to care about, and even that much was iffy. But everyone cared about being famous, and plenty of folks floating into their homes on the screens started with beauty contests. Girls and boys, both. Kadaya Sarin started with beauty contests. What a star. Like an immortal angel.

So she would spend weekends with her mother, who gussied her up and did her hair and her make-up all day Saturday. Then on Sunday, her mother would ask Ana to do all of it again by herself. Sometimes Ana could and sometimes she could not. If she could not, she would be reprimanded—she was special, appearance was important, and her appearance had to be exceptional.

At school, her grades were important. If something didn’t come easily to her, then she was doing it wrong. Shame was expected and encouraged. Once, in the fourth grade, she came home with a report card full of excellent marks. Smiling pretty (everything had to be pretty in her home), she handed it to her father, who was sitting at the kitchen table with a few drinks in him already. 

He looked at it, smiled, handed it back, and asked, “Now, how are you going to do this again next year?”

Of course, she hadn’t thought about it yet, and she told him so.

“I expect a plan before the night’s over, then. You can’t let up, Ana. You can’t let anyone get the edge but you.”

Besides beauty contests, there were sports. They cycled her through several for a period of years—softball, basketball, drillball, heatsink, soccer, and cardio-ride, before finally settling on tennis.

Tennis was chosen mostly, she suspected, because of its ability to show her off. They could put her in skirts and rather-too-tight tops, and men would take note. Playing tennis in college, on a scholarship that paid for a quarter of her tuition, was how she had met Raj.

When she was fourteen, her father died. He was never a kind man. Calling his wife a useless old hag was a favorite pastime of his. 

She would make him a roast, Ana's mother, and it would be a few degrees off perfect—too little salt, too much. 

"You're just a useless old hag, aren't you?" he would say, smacking his wife on the side of her head.

It was, you could even say, almost a sort of playful slap. The kind you might see boys delivering to each other on the arms after a good joke—only it was always directed to the same spot, right above her ear. Her mother would slide backward, not responding. Even though her shoulders were withdrawn and her chin summarily attached to her chest, it seemed almost like she held her head up high. She took her shaming with pride. No one else could take it like she did.

After her father died, there was a vacuum. A hole, and someone could fill it. Ana could fill it. It would be nothing to dismiss the role she had already—pretty little trophy daughter. She was only what her parents had created her to be in the first place. Her existence was already a vacuum. To instead use herself to fill another vacuum was nothing at all. 

After the funeral ended, Ana found her mother in the bedroom. She was sitting over a picture of her husband, of Ana's father, crying. Crying over that man. It filled Ana with disgust.

"Stop crying," she told her mother, smacking her on the back of her head. "You're just a useless old hag, aren't you?"

Her mother was shocked for a moment, and then straightened up. Given her sick pride again. Knowing how to act. Roles completed.

It was nothing to fill in for a man. Nothing at all.

* * * * *

Upstairs from where Samson had murdered Storey—and he knew he had murdered her, there was not any other way to think of it—the nanotech slime was still trying to fix the breaking Tower in the wake of the aftershock. Huge parts of the Tower’s structure now were gone, absorbed by the nanotech. The slime burned down the carbon for fuel to make more of itself in its attempts to heal the Tower’s structure. This absorption had left enormous  gaps in the walls and floor. The slime, no doubt, would eat up its own repairs soon to fix the holes that it had made. Wind throttled at Samson as he carried Partner up.

It would have been an impossible task even an hour before, carrying up Partner. But now the robot was so damaged, so many pieces missing, that Samson did it with ease. The stairwell leaned terribly, the building leaned even more, but he stepped up bit by bit.

The nanotech slime filled out the room in front of the stairwell again, attempting to repair the damage to its repairs. There was only so much it could do. Samson laid Partner down on top of the long white slime.

Samson wasn’t really sure what the nanotech of the Tower could fix or not, but the theory felt sound in his mind:

- The nanotech was made to fix mechanical and electrical bits.

- Partner was made of mechanical and electric bits. 

- Partner could be fixed by the nanotech. 

“You’ll have to tell it what to do, Partner.”

“Yes.” Its voice was weak now, echoing through the torn remains of its chest cavity. “Repairs. Very smart. Good Dude.”

The slow, white wave of the nano slime swept over Partner. For a moment, stupidly, Samson was afraid the copbot would drown. And then the slime ebbed away, as if it had been sucked up and eaten. Partner’s shell was reformed, all new parts with a slight blue sheen to them. 

“Ah, Partner-Samson.” It stood up slowly, knees creaking. “That was a good idea.”

Something dead, or dying, now come back to life. Samson backed away from Partner. Horror overtook him; horror only at himself.

I knew you, boy.

He knew that Storey had. He knew even that she had every right to want him dead. His morality wasn’t anything to do with good or evil, just keeping himself alive. Who was left for there to die besides Samson? 

There was Ore.

Samson had known Storey better than he knew his own sister. How about that.

You want his sister? Go get her. 

She would have been dead, slaughtered with his parents, if she hadn’t smartened up to what a jinx Samson was. Garrett and the Crowboys died because they worked with Samson. Storey knew Samson; Storey died. There was a whole Tower full of dead folks using tech Samson had grafted onto them. 

And this copbot...it hadn’t been safe since Samson had known it. Not so long ago, Samson had been about to kill it.

“Where do we go now, Partner-Samson?”

“Don’t call me that,” he said. “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter where I go, all right? None of it matters.”

He turned to the open space of the outside. There was a support he could use to steady himself. So much there in the city; so much falling apart. 

“Partner Samson—”

“You’re not my partner. Stop calling me that.”

“Partner-Good-Dude Samson, we must—”

“I am not your partner. I am not a Good Dude. I am not your friend. No one is my friend. No one can be my friend, do you understand? Everyone close to me disappears. They die. I've never had any friends. I won’t have any friends. I won’t have any.” 

He sat down and hugged the support. His body slid, the angle of the tower steadily more severe, and he stared down out at the flood below. 

“I won’t have any.”

Like a message from above. Like the brush of an archeologist, pushing away dust to something old and true.

“I tried to kill you,” he said, looking back to the copbot. “I was going to do it, and then the earthquake hit.”

Something far away exploded. All that Samson could see was the ball of fire erupting. It was still the day, outside, but the sky  was dark, all choked on smoke.

You want his sister?

Partner stepped forward to the edge, its hand on Samson’s shoulder.

“Attempts of crime are difficult to record in the database in such cases. Almost and maybes are no way to judge anything.”

“That sounds very nice.” 

He laughed and spat into the abyss, watched the wind carry his spit down and back around the building's edge. Sirens blared in the distance. Rescue lights flaring. Every few seconds a flare would go up, or gunshots would fire. Millions of people out there, dying and hoping.

“Samson.” The copbot took him by the waist and lifted him away from the dangerous edge. “I do not know about any of that. I know that where you go, I will go. That is what I know. So. Where do we go now?”

Go get her.

Okay.

“Don’t you copbots all have a way for hacks to wear you?”

From the big gape-mouth grin Partner gave him, this was a question, it seemed, that the copbot had been waiting for Samson to ask.

* * * * *

Ore woke to a hard thunking sound.

She had thought the quakes were all over—and they were on the top floor. Would there be more quakes? Would she end up as nothing else than the highest person to die in a terrible disaster?

That would be fine. So long as Wallop died too.

She stood up, looking around, dusting herself off. The Tower was in disarray around her, sparks flying down from lights, walls tumbled down, floors crashed through, and ceilings broken open. Everything that had been chrome and lined with tech spilled over with concrete and angry lines of piping and tubes. There was smoke and dust—more dust than smoke, all that rubble—and it was hard to see where everything was. She followed the sound of the thunking. It was joined, as she listened, by Ana grunting primal sounds.

They were in some kind of game room. Broken screens sat at angles to the walls. Bowling pins and balls all piled in one corner. 

What she found surprised her. Next to a demolished bar, alcohol dripping down, Ana stood over the rapidly decomposing body of Victor. Her hair a mess. She slammed his head against a jagged, broken piece of wall. He was clearly dead. Had been for a while. His skin was eating itself up, sort of like a rockslide in reverse. There was a lot of blood but it was turning into dust as Ana worked, filling the air around her with a red tinge. The skull wasn't breaking—metal. Lots of metal—his ribs, his breastbone. 

Ana was worn out. Ore almost put a hand on her, but stopped. Her pretty face all deranged, twisted up like a sheet left too long in the wash.

“I think you can stop,” Ore said loudly.

A few more thunks and then some heavy breathing. “What?” 

Ana's voice floated with rage. The question, coated through Ana's veil, seemed like an attack now.

“I think he's dead, is all. His body is all gone.”

Parts of the metal leg bones lay on the floor. The skull, or what bit of it was left, connected only to three-fourths of the torso and a few loose circuited ligaments attached to steel vertebrae. Looking down at it, Ana dropped the remains of the skull.

“I guess you're right.”

Ana stood up. There was blood on her legs, up and around her thighs and crotch. It was unfortunate placement.

There was a bar towel on the floor. Ore tossed it to Ana. She looked down at all the blood and then let the towel drop.

“Victor? Victor, are you there?”

They both jumped. The voice came from Victor’s skull. 

“Victor, we tried rebooting you again and there's no response. Are you all right? Is the data all right?”

The data was all right. Ore had it still, completely intact in the bag on her back.

Some things started to fall into place for Ore. She didn’t know what Victor was. A cyborg seemed wrong. Cyborgs didn’t dissolve. So maybe something else, maybe something expensive. Not so long ago she had heard that Jackson Crash had wanted a clone. But he hadn’t been able to work it—or rather, the scientists he hired weren’t able to make it work. Horror stories floated out from the Tower about a floor filled with half-formed bodies. Bodies that only had so many of the right organs, or had too many, or just couldn’t stay together. Bodies that dissolved.

“A clone,” said Ore.

“What?”

“The way he fell apart. I think he was a clone. I don't think he was ever human.”

Ana picked up Victor’s skull. The ribcage dangled down and bounced off her arm.

She spoke into the skull. “Was he a clone?” 

“Who is that?” asked Mike. “Is that the gangster? Or is that the pretty girl?”

“Never mind who it is. Was he a clone? He’s nothing now. Just bits of a messed-up metal skeleton.”

The voice sighed. “Yeah. Yeah, he was a clone.”

“You’re Mike, is that right?”

“That’s right.”

“Okay, Mike. Screw Citizenship, okay?”

“What are you doing?” asked Ore.

Ana grabbed her. “This whole damn world is trying to kill us, and if it's not trying to kill us, then it wants to rape us into being mothers. I'm supposed to struggle for a vote? For a voice? Screw you. I want my piece of the pie.”

Ore pushed her away, wiping the spittle of her face. “Go on, then.”

Let the woman do what she wanted. Ore just wanted her brother. 

“What are you saying?” asked Mike. “Did you lose the data? Did it get lost in the aftershock?”

“No, the data’s fine. It’s all fine. But we have been through the grinder and back, and I deserve better. If you want to have what I have, then you will give us a share, dammit.”

There was silence. Ana started stomping at the skeleton. The delicate circuit-rubber meshes of the ligaments broke apart, and she ripped off a metal vertebrae. She walked over to the window, sliding and slanting through glass and rubble. 

“I bet this whole skeleton is valuable, huh? You want it back? Give us a share.”

She tossed the vertebrae out the window. 

“You see that? Did you see that piece of spine? You have eyes everywhere, I bet.”

“I saw it.”

“You want the rest of it gone? You want me to toss the data? Give us a share.”

“If you don’t give us that data, you don’t have anything to bargain with. You’ll die on that tower.”

“Hey. Hey!” Ana was screaming now, throttling the skeletal remains. “I have been dying my whole life. Do you know what's been in my way? Do you know who's been standing on me? There's isn't time left in a good day to tell you all the ways that I've been screwed. So this is the bargain. I will string it out from you in every way I can, and I will make you sorry you didn't offer it to me earlier. So you tell me what I want to hear or I will toss out everything you care about.”

“...All right.”

Laughing, Ore clapped Ana on the back. It was good news for both of them. 

“All right,” said Mike again. “But you’re only getting a small one. A nanoshare. A percent of a percent of a percent of a percent, all right? One each for both of you.”

That was more than enough to set them up for the rest of their lives.

“Good enough,” said Ana. “For now.”

“What, no 'thank you'?”

“Thank you, all right. Send that chopper up. We're at the top.”

“I'm already on it.”

“You sure got a way,” said Ore.

Ana wasn't listening. She had started prying at the skeleton’s ribs. 

“You said those gangsters, the Faces, they would be here on the top, right?”

“Yeah.”

Banging and pulling, Ana tugged one rib off. It was like a long, curved knife in her hands.

“Well. That chopper isn't here yet. So, I want a weapon.” 

Ore nodded.

There wasn't all that much to the floor. It was small. Opposite the elevator were a series of closed-off rooms. One set of bathrooms. Then a few offices. Up ahead was the staircase to the roof. The door was open. Sunlight spilled in.

Check the offices, she decided. Look for Samson. And then run down the stairs, looking and looking. 

“You're gonna have my share,” she told Ana. “I'm gonna...I have to find my brother.”

Ana raised an eyebrow. “You'll die down there.”

“Yeah. So you're gonna have my share. Okay? You hear that, Mike? Give her mine.”

Mike didn't answer, though.

Time started to slow down. Sensations struck out at Ore, as if captured from a dream. First, a long breeze looped through the floor, filling her nostrils with the scent—weirdly—of hamburgers and ketchup. Like the many quakes had catapulted a barbecue into the air. Like there was someone cooking out in the clouds. 

Then, one of the office doors door dinged open. Out stepped Max Bones, drugged out of his mind. Eyes wild and dim. He saw Ore; he saw Ana. For a few moments, he put his face in one hand, rubbing intently with his palm. There was a gun in his hand, held lazily—like a sandwich carried around a festival. 

“Go away,” he moaned, banging the top of his gun on the nearby wall. “Go away, come on.”

He looked up again, still seeing them there. He sighed, raised his gun, put it down again. 

Roaring, Ana rushed him. Victor's rib glinted and shined. She jammed the sharp metal into Max's throat. His gun popped off, harmlessly, the shot bouncing through the walls. Max fell, clutching his throat, blood spurting out silently. He didn't look angry or sad; he didn't even look surprised. He was just existing, and then he fell over and he wasn't anymore.

Ana pulled the rib from the dead man’s throat and shoved it into his back and then his sides. Ore approached, backed up. She wanted to grab the gun, get into the other offices, but Ana had clearly gone mad. Stabbing, stabbing again. The gun too close to her. If Bones was there, that could mean that the other Faces were close. It could mean...

Another office door opened. 

“The hell is going on out there, baby? Storey, you find him?”

Three men walked into the hall, cutting off Ore from Ana, from the gun. One in the middle, so much tech it appeared like a suit, shifting and closing and flapping around his body. Then another man, shorter, skinnier, his face covered over with a mask, holding a stack of data slabs. And then the last one—enormous, huge arms wrapped in tech, all of him built for breaking.

Crash. Petrov. And Wallop.

Of course it was Wallop.

* * * * * 

Inside Partner’s clanking confines, Samson scaled the Tower from the outside. Like walking up a hill, the way the structure leaned. Partner had thick truncheons that erupted from its feet, sticking into the concrete, and strong hands to steady their ascent. 

There were no life forms below them in the Tower—Partner's sensors told them that. There were, however, five human heartbeats on the top floor. Samson didn't know who they were—but probably Crash was one of them. Probably Petrov too. Best to have armor on. Best to come in through the window.

Partner clung to Samson's body as best it could, but Samson was small. Samson was skinny. The copbot’s armor was made for full-grown men. Partner and Samson lunged up, trying to beat the failing architecture of The Tower, and as they did, Samson's body banged on the armor and bruised.

They swung up next to a large window opening into a wide game room, where bolted-in furniture and billiards tables had kept their place. Petrov carried a number of data slabs in his hands, struggling to balance them all. He and Crash stood next to a large twisting series of spheres, some kind of art. There were portraits of all the Five Faces, past and present, along the walls. Twenty in all. 

Punchee Wallop stood in front of the two young women. Power tubes pulsing orange across his shoulders. One girl was blond and pretty. The other must have been Ore. 

The years had mutilated his sister. Even from a distance, Samson could see that the tech of her hand was crude work. Half her head scarred and bald, one eye gone. She spit Wallop in the face. Wallop grinned, spittle dripping down his chin, and punched her in the chest. She fell to the ground, gasping.

Samson's tech on Wallop's fist. Premium stuff. Enough to break a copbot's skin.

There was agility in this armored state. Samson powered through the window and rolled forward twenty yards, kicking Wallop in the chest. The gangster whumped into the wall and slid down slow.

Something stuck through Partner's arm, gashing Samson. Samson rolled into the blade, breaking it off. The shard squirmed and wiggled away. Petrov clattered his data slabs to the floor and fired his gun, force pops thupping into Partner’s armor, denting it on the inside.

On the ground, the blonde grabbed a long, curved metal shank. It looked like a rib. She brought it up into Petrov’s back. He twisted, hands out. Roaring, she wrapped her arms around Petrov's neck and hip-tossed him into the window. Already fractured, it did not hold up to his weight. His body cracked into a passing drone and then twisted down to the flood. 

Wallop went after Ore, smashing his fists down, fracturing concrete on the floor and walls. Ore, nimble, slipped up around him. Bright neon cords extended from Wallop’s back to his tech arms, and Ore tugged them off. Sparks flew out from the broken connections. Wallop smacked her again, but she rolled with the blow. They barreled into each other again and fell to the floor.

Samson rushed at Crash, punching him, headlocking him like they were schoolboys. He knuckled Partner's fists into Crash’s skull. The suit lashed out with its blades, searching and searching for an opening. Cuts all over Samson's body, puncturing through Partner. Finally Crash tossed him into the wall. Another blade flew at Samson’s head—and he was on the floor, no longer in Partner.

The copbot had ejected Samson to save his life. One more to owe Partner. The copbot twitched, pinned to the wall.

“You just a whole damn bag of surprise, baby.”

Crash walked on a line at Samson. Helmet down, now. Visor burning red. Partner hacked down at Crash's blade, and Crash just stabbed him again and again. The suit almost on automatic. Hack, replace, hack, replace. The chopped pieces gathered in a pool on the floor below Partner, vibrating and searching for the suit. The armor around Crash’s stomach thinned visibly. The suit was running out of material.

“Come here, Wallop.” 

Wallop did not come. He was dying on top of Ore. Her tech hand was around his neck, tugging and breaking. Crude tech job for crude work. 

Not looking away from Samson and Partner, Crash called again. “Wallop! You check on Petrov.” 

Again, there was no answer. Ore rolled out from under Wallop's dead body, spitting on him. She called to the blonde.

“Ana.”

They both approached Crash now, bloody. Ore's tech hand whirled. Coarse light reflected off the blonde's metal shank.

Crash turned, finally—and met the shank in his midsection. The blonde's face looked almost blissful, sickly so. Crash tried to stab her, but his suit locked up. Some manner of malfunction, maybe, from so much overuse. She stabbed him again, again, again. Weak spots were visible at many points in the armor now. Under the arms, around the torso. The suit fired out blades and shafts spasmodically, like light through a prism.

Samson got up and rushed to Ore, grabbing her. She grabbed him back—she knew who he was.

“Boy,” she said. “Boy, boy, boy.”

Next to them, Ana continued her work on Crash. Like a butcher over her block.

“Oh baby,” said Crash, dying slowly. “Baby, baby. Baby, baby, baby.”

* * * * *

A brief interlude here, if only to comment on what I am sure are boundless objections to my portrayal of Nicolai Petrov's death. 

There are rumors, of course, that Ana Konopolis and Nicolai Petrov had an affair before this time. As you probably can tell, I do not believe this particular theory. But, I will detail it here:

Ana and Petrov had been seeing each other secretly for many months before the disaster. He had wanted her to train under him as his assistant and was setting aside regular blocks of time for her. The affair that she had with Raj Petoran was little more than a ruse to ensure that aspersions were not cast on Ana Konopolis as she regularly ventured into Junktown. 

But Petrov did not want her for a wife—much to the chagrin of Konopolis—and delivered her rejection through the guise of Raj. Supposedly,  Petrov argued frequently with Ana about her desire for motherhood. She was in fact pregnant at the time of the disaster—or so says the theory—and lost the child due to the aggregate injuries she suffered.

It's an interesting theory. I don't believe it, but it's an interesting theory. That's one wonderful thing about this story, or any story concerning so many fascinating historical characters: theories crop up over most anything. Petrov in particular is a hot point for historical theorists—one of the most popular being where his body wound up.

The average carry weight of your standard eye drone (also known as peep drone, eyebot, opticker) was about seventy-five pounds before it lost altitude. Earlier designs allowed for weights of up to five hundred pounds, but this sort of manufacture required more materials and also more fuel. What engineers discovered is that due to the spherical nature of the drones, they were not suited for carrying much of anything. Besides that, anything that did end up on top of it was likely not something that was supposed to be there. 

Still, in other cities (obviously, those with buildings high enough), a practice developed among the youth, recorded by holowrists and SpecLenses and other such technologies, that involved base jumping off of buildings and holding onto drones for the duration of their altitude drop—to the ground, if possible. Safety precautions included parachutes, magnets, and sometimes helmets. 

Nicolai Petrov had none of these safety measures. From all accounts—gathered from the database reports from various other drones in the area, as well as all rescue workers employed at that time—he lasted a good twenty seconds before being lost to the torrent of the water below. It was not, if I am to be believed, a very noble or even very appropriate end.

Due to the enormous nature of the disaster, tracking down single corpses and identifying them was a monumental project, one undertaken and abandoned many times over the course of the last hundred years. Bodies were buried by rubble, flooded over by the river, burnt by fire and explosions, and entire catalogs of records for the Midwest were lost in less than a single day. 

Aurora Franken, whose studies of Petrov are some of the most widely cited information we have, had this to say:


Petrov’s corpse was reputed to be found as far West as Oklahoma City (courtesy of a complex explanation of the human body’s ability to carry itself through the natural water systems of the post-post-modern United States). More reasonable estimations have put him in Kansas City, Springfield, Jefferson City, and at times even bizarrely traveling East toward Lincoln or South into Nuevo-New Orleans. It is impossible to find Petrov's true final resting place in the same way that is impossible to find a leaf which has blown into a storm. Such practices are beyond even the best of us; finding his body would be beyond even Petrov himself.



This was an important man. His writings and their derivatives were responsible for nearly three-quarters of post-collapse considerations of security, economics, technology, and humor. I suspect many of you read this story purely to discover more about him. But with so much already written on the subject of this great man, I am ashamed to say that there is little I could add to the discussion. Any expansions of his character that I may have created, I hope, were kept in tune to those who knew him (all of whom are no doubt quite dead at this point, but at any rate, I have little desire to invite the fury of ill-reputed and under-represented ghosts into my home). 

Petrov was one man; again, one of the most important of his time. His body is all but lost, despite its many graves. Regardless, his effect is still felt to this day, and still there are treasure-seekers dowsing through the forests of Oklahoma to try and scrounge up his body. For someone like that to have an effect on you and I and our contemporaries, you can imagine the agony and fury of all the families at this time after the course of this disaster, trying to find out what happened to their loved ones. 

Perhaps you can also imagine, then, the painstaking process of discovering more about the tragic story of Ana Konopolis, the disreputable past of Ororo Castelle, and the hitherto-unknown boy who somehow tied all these threads together.

* * * * * 

Ana’s terrible day was about to end. She had decided.

She could decide all sorts of things. She had decided to kill two men already, and they were dead, and she was alive. 

So her day was going to end and that’s all there was to it.

On the ground across from her, the boy from the robot was saying something stupid.

“I can fix you,” he said to the metallic shell, all busted and cut open. “Don’t you worry, Partner. I can fix you.”

Clearly the boy was insane. Ore tugged at the boy, trying to bring him up. This must have been Ore's brother, Samson. Their severe faces, their somber eyes. 

The robot wasn’t going to be fixed. Even Ana could see that. Ore could too, no doubt.

“Crash kept talked about an escape pod,” said Samson. “I think it's there. Can you check?”

Ore did, rushing into the small alcove where the pod was stashed. Chrome layered around the entrance. She came back out, moments later, shaking her head.

“It's got no power.”

“Dammit!” said Ana. “Do we not get a single break?”

“Hello?”

The voice came out from Victor's skeleton, forgotten at the other end of the hall.

“Hello?” Mike called out. “I heard fighting,” said Mike. “Is there still fighting?”

Ana curled up the ear to her body, stepping out toward the staircase. Ore had picked up her backpack—or Victor's backpack—the one with the data slab in it. Ana watched her intently. Hearing Mike’s peculiar garbled voice, Ore came closer. 

“No,” said Ana. “It’s all done.”

Skeleton in hand, Ana walked to Ore. They stood in front of the stairs.

“All right. Goddammit, that's good. I’ve got news for you. There’s good and bad.”

“Of course,” said Ana.

There was hardly any other kind. News coming in was ever a string of coins with two sides, like some absurd necklace, and Ana could always see both sides to all of it. 

“The shares are all goddamn arranged. It's official for all of you, okay?”

The news pushed over her like cold air. Maybe it was just the cold air from the open window. Either way, she trembled. A share was a fortune. A fortune’s fortune—the kind of richness that men on the top of the world killed each other to get more of. 

And it would be hers.

And Raj, somewhere, was buried and burned and drowned and smashed, and good goddamn riddance. She laughed at the thought.

“There’s three of us,” said Ore. “Or four, I guess. Four of us to account for.”

“Sure,” said Mike. “I’m sure there are. The problem is with the goddamn rescue. There's only room for one of you on the chopper coming in.”

“What?” Ore asked, snatching the ear from Ana.

“They couldn’t just circle without picking anybody else up,” said Mike. “Everything is crowded. It's a whole goddamn mess. There’s room on the next chopper coming in, but it’ll be another fifteen minutes.”

Ore let out a gasping little laugh. “This building is going to be part of the damn river in fifteen minutes.”

They could almost hear Mike’s shrug. “I'm sorry.”

Smiling still, Ana tossed the metal skeleton down. Ore called for Samson. Laughter burst out from Ana’s mouth, unstoppable.

“What’s funny?” asked Ore.

“You are. You think you’re going to put him on the chopper, don’t you?”

“Well, why the hell not?”

Ana shook her head, waving the rib.

“So close. So close. All my life, I've been so close. And you think I'm just going to stand aside for you? You think I'm just going to let you go first now?”

She lunged at Ore with the rib. Ore tackled her. They rolled into one another, Ore fending off Ana's stabs. Finally, Ana grabbed Ore's pack and tore it away—but it ripped open. The precious dataslab landed in the pile of slabs that Petrov had dropped.

Ana rushed at the pile, snatching the one she thought she needed, and then sprinted to the stairs. It would have been easy to stab Ore in all the ruckus—Ana had been gracious not to do that. She was a good person. 

Laughing, she rushed to the roof, breathing in the smoky cold air of the day. She could hear sirens, chopper engines, water rushing, the roar of fire and the wind. The endless cacophony of disaster rolling into her. She was on top of The Tower, and soon, the rest of the world, all by right. She had earned it.

There was no telling from which edge the chopper would come. She sprinted after the flashing, spiraling lights that she saw at the far end of the roof, hoping they held her salvation. 

What she found was a broken signal tower hanging off a balcony.

“...No.”

From the other side of the building she saw the hoverchopper fly up, twin engines trying to close in the distance. She saw Ore and Samson arguing about who would get in—and the copbot pushing Samson forward.

“No!” Ana screamed.

A trick! A foul trick! They had known—they somehow how known where she would go. It was all a plan by them, all a conspiracy, and—

The Tower shifted and groaned again, an antenna dropping. The hoverchopper dove down to avoid it. 

None of them had made it on. They shifted and argued, staring down at the edge. It looked as though Ore was hurt.

Good. Good, that was all good. If Ana would die here, they all would.

The top of the Tower began to crumble—the antenna lifting up had ripped up some part of the foundation, ceiling caving inward. A tremor of rocks broke apart at Ana's feet. She ran, and the Tower roared beneath her, shifting. Steam blew up and knocked her aside—and she was flying through the air. Flying off the Tower entirely.

Everything spun. Ana screamed.

And then she landed, hard, into the open hold of the hoverchopper. Returned from its descent. It sank several feet, but righted itself almost immediately. 

Someone in a white jumpsuit emptied out a vial on Ana's broken, bloody body. A cast sprang up from the liquid, fixing her straight. The hoverchopper lifted up. She could see Samson and Ore on the rooftop, despondent, defeated. Ana laughed and laughed, watching them grow smaller, watching herself get closer and closer to safety. 

* * * * *

The Tower fell, but like any big institution, it fell slowly. Every second it had more lean to it, and before long the building would lean past that threshold of meters, centimeters, millimeters necessary to break all the way down.

Ore, Partner, and Samson had retreated back down to the top floor, the rest of the roof too unstable to stay on. They had minutes to live. Samson knew that his sister only had minutes to live, and still that was more than he had known in a long time.

“I'm sorry,” said Ore. “I should have fought her.”

“It's all right.” Samson shook his head. “Enough fighting. Enough ugliness, like you said.”

They held hands. They could not stop. In their palms was Samson’s acorn. Ore showed him how she had kept it, this whole time. A puddle of blood gathered at their feet from Ore's wound. Shrapnel had bounced up into her body from when the antenna broke and fell.

“I'm hungry.” Ore patted her stomach. Her shirt was wet, and she splattered red blood down. “There any food around here?” 

“I have a suggestion,” said Partner.

“Oh yeah?” said Ore. “You got food ideas?”

“No. The escape pod.”

“It won't work,” said Samson. “It doesn't have any power. Crash...he never maintained it.”

“Yes. But I do.”

“No.” Samson stood up. “No. Enough is enough. Stop it. We aren't doing that.”

“There is no choice, Partner-Samson. You are leaving here alive.”

Soft hums and tiny gasps of machinery. Partner reached into its chest and pulled out the glowing blue cylinder of its battery. 

“There,” it said. “There.”

Samson grabbed its hands, clapping him, trying for a moment to push the battery back inside. But its arms were locked in place.

“That's a hell of a copbot,” said Ore. 

“Yeah.” Samson took the battery. “Yeah.”

Ore walked over to the pile of Petrov's data slabs and began gathering them.

“I don't know,” she said. “Maybe they're worth something.”

When the pack was full, she fell to a knee. She could not pick up the pack and keep moving. Samson helped her into the escape pod. Walking was too hard for her.  It was all hard for her, and soon it would be nothing. The replacement of the power source was easy—Partner's went straight into the socket. Holograms powered on, the engines of the small craft droning. A screen displayed in blue light—the battery was almost completely drained. Not enough in it to get them very far. 

All the fighting, restructuring, reforming—Partner had almost been out of juice. 

“You ready?” he asked Ore.

She was quiet—eye closed. Unconscious. 

Hurry, he thought. Hurry to anywhere. Pray for help.

Samson flipped switches, pressed buttons. The engines roared to life and powered them away from the crumbling Tower. In seconds they were past the broken barrier of the Mississippi, out of Junktown. Past all flooding. Past all evidence of broken earth. It all clipped by them, becoming a green blur. 

Then, the power failed.

Samson's only trajectory had been East—into old Illinois. Their entire trip had been a descent. As the power finally left the pod, they were forty feet above the ground.

They landed hard, crashing into an empty field. Rolling. Bouncing up and then down and then up again. Ore woke, spitting blood, coughing blood, losing so much. Too much. They hopped once, twice, and landed on the third, finally banging to a stop against a tractor.

Some kind of soybean field. Neat rows of plants everywhere. They landed with the seats upside down, facing the earth. 

Parts of the pod caught fire. Samson unlatched himself from his seat and banged the door open. It exploded out, pneumatics hissing. He unlatched Ore from her seat. The fire spread around them both, licking at the leather interior. Her foot caught on the safety latch of the seat.

“Come on,” said Samson. “Come on, come on.”

He tugged at her harder now—she began to loosen, the latch digging still into her ankle.

“Come on, girl. Come on, girl...”

All the way out now. She collapsed on him. They were outside in the green of the field. Samson could not shake the feeling he had landed on some alien planet. There was light shining down on them—real natural sunlight. There was quiet—except for birds singing.

The pod’s interior was all eaten up with fire now. Smoke billowed up from the machinery. 

Samson held his sister. Her blood spilled out on him. Warmer than even the sunlight. So much of it. He put his hands over her torso where he could feel the wound pulsing. 

“I can fix you,” he said. “We can fix this.”

A woman approached from across the field. A woman and a man, in fact, both calling out and waving. They each carried thick round, red medcans on their shoulders. He shouted for them to hurry. 

They did.

* * * * *

I very much understand that at some point, even the most uneducated of readers must begin to ask—why focus on these people? This day was full of disaster. Why not focus on the last moments of the Glorious Mind, Nicolai Petrov? Why not seek out the sports stars, who spent their efforts and their fortunes (in the days following the disasters) saving the children of the city and providing them with education and comfort? Why not scan and follow the Mayor of St. Louis, who hazarded his life in combat against the Tri-American CEO and, in the process, likely saved thousands of lives and managed to evacuate nearly half of the county before the riots began?

These are legitimate questions, but of course, the answer is very simple—because you know those are the questions to ask. 

There are even more stories hidden in this disaster than we are aware of. And though these five individuals end up "touching greatness" so to speak, they are still relatively normal, unassuming folk. Cogs in the wheels of a society that had little use for them other than something to be replaced. 

There is a saying: History is the diary of a madman.

These individuals are as much of the madness as anyone.

We can't ever really know what happened to some of the figures in this story. However, given what we know of them from the records I have obtained, we can make a few guesses.

For Ana Konopolis, there are no guesses needed. She was employed briefly as a corporate assassin for Groove before starring in a reality show, “Assassin For Love,” in which she worked through the grief of her supposed lover, the dead clone Victor, by murdering the corporate enemies of Groove. The show was hailed as a critical success but ultimately failed due to poor ratings as a result of continual power outages. She died of cholera in the outbreak of 2115 while working in a hospital.

Ororo Castelle, after recovering from her wounds, later relocated to the area outside of Chicago where she initiated one of the earliest Petrovian governments. Indeed, there are some who consider her to be the “Forgotten Mother of the Republic,” as it was she who carried Petrov's writings from the falling Tower and uploaded them into the public domain. This foray into public policy eventually took over the whole of Chicago, which now, as you know, holds a considerably powerful seat in the Forum Hall. She died in her sleep, at the ripe old age of ninety-four, in 2180.

Her brother, Samson Castelle, is harder to nail down. His knowledge of technology certainly seemed to give the early Petrovians an advantage in their bloody struggles against the corpocracy—especially after the duumvirate Groove-American was formed. There are records of letters to him from his sister Ororo up until she is seventy-four, but all other personal records are lost to this day.

I am lost as well. I am as lost as any of you are, I expect, when trying to ensure that some sense be gained from this whole mess.

Our civilization today is, I think, something to be proud of. There are problems, no doubt, but for “every problem there is a canal, and for every canal, a boat,” as Petrov liked to say. 

It is troublesome then, in that case, to see what can be seen about humanity when examining these records. We come, all of us, from terrors. There is not a time in history that you could point out in which humanity was doing everything it could to break itself off from the shackles of incumbent ruin—perhaps not even today. We are often blind to our own circumstances. 

By living in the furs of civilization skinned from beasts of disaster and slaughter, taking warmth in the present from the virtue of endless mistakes and cruelties of others in the past, I feel significant questions begin to arise about whether we deserve any comfort. Whether we deserve such kindness and love for which so often we venture out from our homes, or whether we have earned the justice for which so often we journey away from the narrow avenues of our lives.

It is not for me to say. 

I will say this:

There have not been P-L mechanized infantry—copbots—or indeed any of their descendants in many dozens and dozens of years. The ban on robotized labor extends to governmental work, including all manner of law enforcement.

The P-L series database still exists, however. I found it in a not-often-visited corner of the Hall of Records, buried deep within other databases on artificial intelligences. While searching through this record for the subjects of this story, I found a very curious and heartening note.

Perhaps, when seeing what I saw there, you too might be fascinated that such a note existed: 

––––––––

P-L-Eight-Four-Five. Manufactured 08/16/2104. Deactivated 08/17/2104.

A Good Cop. A Better Friend.

––––––––

Perhaps, then, you might write a book like this.

# # #

Stay Connected!

––––––––

An independent author's success relies in large part on word-of-mouth. If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on Amazon, even if it's only a couple of lines. Thank you!

––––––––

Outside of the dystopian world of UP THE TOWER, J.P. Lantern has also created an entirely new vision of a Old West-like Mars. THE RED COUNTRY TRILOGY and AROUND THE MARTIAN FRINGE follow a series of interconnected settlers as they struggle to make life work on the exciting and often violent life in the harsh frontier of terraformed Mars. If you enjoyed UP THE TOWER, make sure to read them all!

––––––––

Also available is DUST BOWL, a post-apocalyptic thriller. Ward is a misguided soul who joins a cult to stay alive in a disastrous Southwestern United States. He kidnaps and kills to stay alive, but soon learns that there's more to life than just living to the next day.

––––––––

If you want to get an automatic email about the latest stories and news from J.P. Lantern, you can sign up here. Your email address will never be shared, and you can unsubscribe at any time.

––––––––

And if you enjoy fascinating insights about science, science fiction, fantasy, politics, class, or gender, make sure to check out the J.P. Lantern webpage, Facebook page, and follow him on twitter @jplantern. He follows back!

Thanks!
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	The fabric of society, ripped apart by a horrible war, is rapidly dissolving. Cities collapse, diseases flourish, and brutal gangs control the roads. The Order offers salvation in the form of faster-than-light ships able to travel to new habitable planets—but passage on the ships is only granted for carrying out The Order's monstrous will. Ward, a grieving young alcoholic, longs to leave the ruined world behind him, along with all his guilt. His choice seems simple: survive by joining the monsters in The Order, or face the end of the world alone.
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