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SPENCER HARDY TOOK a sip of vodka. In his head, the death of Jonny Howl replayed. 

The live stream started. Jonny breathed in and opened his mouth to greet the audience. Before a word could pass his lips, a hollow Pop! whipped his head back and to the side. 

Twenty-four thousand subscribers watched in real-time as Jonny’s mandible detached from the skull and flew out of frame. Bits of flesh and blood ran down the sky-blue backdrop. The body thudded to the floor, and viewers were left watching an empty desk and dripping wall. For five seconds, they subjected themselves to the disturbing image, scared to blink before the cruel prank was revealed. 

But Jonny Howl, Dogprenuer Extraordinaire, never got to his feet.

On the sixth second, YouTube terminated the feed. 

Spencer was able to secure a pirated copy of the clip with minimal effort from Ahmia. He knew it was unwise to watch it. His ability to handle graphic violence had waned in the years since leaving the Phoenix Police Department, however, his new obsession with online celebrities had overpowered his apprehension. 

The initial reaction of fans was one of disbelief. The YouTuber seemed to be experiencing some recent drama but nothing to suggest he was suicidal. The professional look captured by a Marantz all-in-one broadcasting system on the desk, didn’t even convince viewers of the authenticity, and thousands of reports claimed Howl’s death didn’t look real. 

Spencer appreciated more than most how Hollywood had warped the public’s perception of violent death. In movies, it had become a grandiose spectacle, a turning point in the plot. When brain matter spills out on film, the lighting is perfect. The sound is enhanced by special effects, music sets the mood, and the color of the blood is vibrant. With repetition, we come to believe in these false media depictions, and when we see a sudden, violent death in real life, to our minds, it looks fake. A real death is not what the masses have been trained to see. There’s no music. The splatter effect is poor, and the body falls in such an ungraceful way. 

Spencer had seen death’s arrival before. He knew what it looked like, raw and in-person, and after watching the clip, he knew Jonny Howl would never host another episode again... would never do anything again.

It was reported that emergency teams reached the celebrity’s home within ten minutes of the live stream’s termination. The coroner estimated death was instantaneous for the online personality who adored sharing his dog-centered lifestyle and training tips with fans. A gun was found beside the body. However, a gun was not visible in the video. Police theorized the gun was under the table, off screen, and Howl shot upward from his lap, the bullet piercing into his jaw then traveling through his skull. There was no note. 

The influencer’s death a few weeks ago should have already been a blip in his rearview mirror, however, the Woods case kept it fresh in his mind. Since taking the job to locate the missing seventeen-year-old, online personalities—including Jonny Howl—were all Spencer seemed to think about. 

After tonight though, Spencer was calling it quits on the case. The past two weeks of research had yielded a laundry list of horrors connected to the lifestyle of online and “wannabe” online celebrities. But it hadn’t brought him any closer to finding Jarren Woods. In addition to the long history of self-harm among the community, statistics suggested that for every professional blogger/author/influencer living their ‘best life’, there were two hundred battling with mental issues related to their online activity. Some experts argued the number of mental health issues were much higher. Still, it was hard to fathom that a kid with two parents and $100K a year in sponsorships would run away. 

Spencer wished he could push further. He was at the end of the road though. Anything he did now was procrastination, fear of the inevitable. He hoped his final drive-by would serve as a reminder he’d done everything he could. With all the issues that kept him awake at night, he didn’t need to add worrying that Jarren was out there somewhere, about to blow his brains out on camera like Howl. 

Spencer sipped the vodka soda, then sucked and chewed an ice cube. 

It was lucky Linda and he never had kids. What a nightmare it would be raising them in this shitstorm of a society. It was tough enough teaching someone how to survive in the real world, let alone the virtual world. The wide web was the wild west. 

Spencer’s attention moved to the small TV in the corner of the Pig Snout Saloon. On it, a woman was describing the strange lights her and neighbors witnessed in the sky near the Texas-New Mexico border. 

Will, his favorite bartender for the week he’d been in Winster, and Oscar, the old Irishman who spent every evening there, were watching the UFO interview. 

“What do you think?” Will asked Oscar.

“There ain’t no such thing as little green men from Mars.” Oscar pushed his empty beer stein forward.

Will poured a refill, then turned to Spencer. “You a believer?” 

“Not according to my ex-wife,” Spencer said. He pointed at the TV. “But if you’re talking about aliens, then yeah, I guess, I believe in them. Never really thought about it.”

On the bar stool to his right, Oscar was shaking his head. 

“You think all these people are making it up?” Spencer asked.

“Not all. The ones who swear they seen a spacecraft, only seen what the government has set up for them to see. The government plans it all. They want the country to believe in secret alien cover ups. This way, ETs can be part of the next false flag attack. But you believe me: there are no wrecked crafts. No alien bodies. It’s all disinformation from shill media sources on the government payroll.”  

“Please do not get him started on disinformation campaigns and false flags,” Will said, pulling a beer and walking it down to another customer.

“My ex used to say UFOs were metaphysical,” Spencer said. “A force, like energy or light rather than physical objects or beings. That’s why they zip around in impossible ways.”

“I heard something like that before,” Will said, returning. 

Spencer chuckled. “She also thought they were messages from God. So take that with a grain of salt.” 

“What was the message?” Will asked

“According to Linda, science has become the new religion. UFOs were God’s way of exposing the limited capabilities of science. She would tell me: It’s been fifty years and science still has no answer for UFOs.” Spencer downed the remainder of his drink. “So much for the mighty understanding of science.”

“You want another one?” Will pointed at the empty glass.

Spencer checked his watch again. Only fifteen minutes until the self-imposed deadline. Then he would complete one final pass and accept the case was over. “Yeah, one more then I got to go.”

“That’s right.” Will took the empty glass, then grabbed a plastic bottle of vodka. “You finish that job you were in town for—what was it again?”

“Small business consulting,” Spencer said. “Yep. All done.”

“From seeing lights in the sky to remembering stars on earth.” The anchorwoman on TV gave the camera a compassionate smile. “There will be a memorial service for local hero Dr. Sheela Bedi. She passed away last Thursday from a heart attack.”

Mention of the doctor’s name pulled Spencer back to the TV. 

The anchorwoman continued: “The esteemed neurologist’s resumé spanned twenty-five impressive years. The last ten were spent donating her cognitive therapy services in various community outreach programs, including organizations like Sun Valley Retirement Communities and the rehabilitation program for Winster’s State Prison. Everyone that encountered her healing considered Sheela Bedi an angel.” 

Spencer tuned out again as the anchorwoman dived into the same talking points he’d already heard. No news outlets ever mentioned Jarren in conjunction with Bedi. After a week in Winster, he’d only found one eye-witness to confirm having seen the doctor and the teenager together. The witness was a sixty-year-old neighbor. She wore glasses and saw them from over one hundred yards away. Not his most reliable source, but he had been desperate to believe there was a chance.

“Doc Bedi was a good lady,” Oscar said. 

“You knew her?” Spencer asked.

“Sure. Did some fancy construction jobs for her.” Oscar made the motion of locking his lips with a key. “Always treated me nicely.”

“Wasn’t she a part of that brain-testing at the prison?” Will placed a lime on the freshly poured vodka and set it in front of Spencer.

“Nay. I heard she left when all that started going down.” Oscar raised his beer. “Be warned: if you didn’t want my rants on disinformation, then you definitely don’t want to hear the truth about the ‘brain-testing’ cure and what it’s gonna do to this society.”

Will chuckled.

“Did Bedi ever donate her time to schools or orphanages?” Spencer asked.

“Not that I can think of,” Oscar said.

“Any reason why she’d have a teenager at her house?” 

“What’s with the weird questions?”

“Never mind,” Spencer said. “Just a connection I thought of from the news. Probably nothing.”

The men went back to watching the screen as the weather forecast took its turn. Spencer’s gaze settled on the fizzing beverage in front of him. Concerns over tomorrow returned to his mind. When the timer on his cell phone buzzed, the tiny bubbles were gone and only thin slivers of ice remained in the glass. 

Spencer downed the watery alcohol and paid. 

It always felt like night inside small bars and exiting during the day was like opening a crypt door. When Spencer stepped outside, the sunlight streamed in, shocking his system—and no doubt, all the alcoholic vampires inside—into brief confusion. It took a moment before his eyes adjusted and the blue sky reminded him it was only 3pm.

Spencer got into his car and turned the key. With the engine running, he spent another five minutes trying to decide if it was worth the hassle of driving by the doctor’s house one more time. He could just as easily start the two hundred-mile journey home now. 

When he finally put the car in drive and headed toward Bedi’s, Spencer told himself it was about the importance of following protocols all the way to the end of a case and not simply a way to postpone the acceptance of defeat. 
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BENJAMIN GALANTE STARED at the rumpled sheets. Amongst the folds of satin were dark, wet patches, painful reminders of his impulsive nature. It could have been a glorious night. Hours of ecstasy. Instead, he was alone, robed and waiting for a damage report. 

“Sir?”

Benjamin looked from the sheets to Holmes, standing in the arch of the open bedroom door. 

“She’ll be alright. Bruises. Nothing broken. Nothing permanent.”

The cortisol slowed. Adrenaline dissipated from the blood. Benjamin gave a slight nod, but on the inside a victorious cry of triumph was released. “The offer was sufficient?” 

Holmes smiled blandly. “She accepted immediately.” 

Even though five grand was a small price to pay, Benjamin knew this pattern of mistakes was unsustainable. Not only would he lose Vera, but his career was also at stake. From the way Holmes stood in the doorway, it was clear his long-time advisor had reached a similar conclusion. 

“What should I do?”

Holmes stepped into the room. The hand he’d kept behind his back came forward with a sealed, vinyl pouch. “I think you know what to do, Mr. Galante.” 

Holmes put the pouch on the bed next to Benjamin, then left.

Benjamin unzipped the vinyl and removed the cell phone. His thumb hovered over the keypad, but his eyes looked past it, across the expanse of the decadent bedroom. The custom home and all the possessions, which had felt as permanent as his DNA, now shimmered with uncertainty in his mind. He was one fuck-up from everything being taken away. 

Tonight had been his third close call. Luckily, the hooker had taken the deal and this third strike hadn’t ousted him from the game. But what happens next time? It was too risky to remain ‘natural’. Not when he had the money and the access to technology. 

After all, Jones and Simons wouldn’t be dealing with Snelling if he wasn’t the best option available.

Benjamin hit the call button, remembering the promises the German had made. Benjamin agreed with the doctor that perception was reality, however, parts of the man’s claims were difficult to believe.

There was one ring before a voice answered. 

“Mayor Galante, how may I help you?”

“I’m ready for your service,” Benjamin said. “How soon can you operate?”

“That depends on how soon you can fly out.”

“I’ll be there tomorrow evening.”

“Excellent. On the flight over, think about your goals—”

“Simple. No scandals. No incarceration.”

“That’s a given, sir. The question is: Do you want to be cured? Or just become undetectable?”

******
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DR. BEDI’S HOUSE WAS in the rural area of Winster, where homes maintained a healthy distance from one another and yards were more than the two-by-two patch of concrete Spencer was used to in his Mesa condo. 

Spencer completed a drive-by of the large home, then parked under the shade of a tree just off the main path. He pulled out his binoculars and scanned the lot. Spencer hadn’t been able to form a solid theory on why the teenager ditched his online presence and ran from Santa Fe to the small northern Arizona town of Winster, supposedly staying with Sheela Bedi. Everything he learned in chat rooms were half-truths and damn-near coded. 

The kid wasn’t a patient of hers. Bedi had no connection to the world of gaming that Jarren promoted on YouTube and Twitch. And it was hard to imagine a hookup situation between the unlikely duo. But if it wasn’t a powerful fetish, what was it? 

It’s a wild goose chase, his brain said. And you’re an idiot for travelling hundreds of miles following anonymous chat room tips.

“I had to try,” Spencer said. 

It was jarring to hear his voice out loud, and it was laughable when he put down the binoculars and took out his notes. Spencer knew having one more look at the chat room transcripts would be as helpful as one more drink, but that didn’t stop him—

A movement at the house caught his eye. Spencer snatched up the binoculars in time to see a feminine figure slip inside the downstairs window. Either her hair was short or she wore a cap of sorts because there was no long hair to cover her face. The glimpse he received gave the impression of youth, maybe twenty years old.

Spencer reached for his cell, but something stayed his hand. He leaned back and returned his attention to the window. There was a seventy percent chance he was witnessing a breaking & entering job that had nothing to do with Jarren Woods. Some street kid probably heard the doctor was dead, waited a week, then decided to make a run on a rich neurosurgeon’s summer home.

That thirty percent chance of a connection, though, dangled liked fresh meat, and Spencer was ravenous. Following protocol had presented this chance. Now, protocol dictated he treat every lead as credible until proven otherwise. Spencer could not let the opportunity slip away. There was more at stake than just finding Jarren. 

Spencer placed his hand on the car handle and took a few calming breaths. Before he could open his door, a black sedan pulled up to the house. Spencer froze in place while a man in a dark suit stepped from the sedan. The man unbuttoned his jacket as he walked toward the same window as the girl. Pulling an object from inside his coat, the man stopped at the window sill. Spencer wasn’t certain, but the object looked like a firearm.

The man looked both ways, then slid open the window and entered the home.

The weight of Spencer’s own pistol was suddenly apparent under his jacket. He had carried the shoulder holster for so long after leaving the force, he’d forgotten it was there. He’d never drawn the weapon during P.I. work and it spoiled him into thinking he never would. 

Spencer felt confident the man in the suit wasn’t a cop. He moved with intention and power, but that didn’t make him a legal authority. Cops didn’t crawl into crime scenes through windows. They came in the front door.  Unless he was an undercover.

Or he’s in on the job. Perhaps he and the girl were working in tandem to rob the house—

It doesn’t matter! Call the cops or turn the car around and drive home. But do not get out of the car. This is none of your business.

Against his better judgement, Spencer finished opening the car door. He blamed the vodka as he walked to the window. 
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“ALL SENSATIONS IN THE body can be reduced to bits of information.  Electrical impulses transmitted across neurons,” Snelling said. 

Benjamin glanced at the plastic brain, halved on the doctor’s desk—its structure color-coded to demonstrate activities controlled by various parts of the organ. 

Snelling continued, “Our brain interprets these bits of data creating a perception of taste, touch. Something registers as smooth, hard, bitter, sweet—whatever—at the core of each sensation, it’s just bits of data. Similar to how the entirety of a human can be broken down into billions of cells working independently, our perception can be broken down into bits of data, binary code. The code is fed into your DNI implant and the brain then perceives the data and creates the intended feelings... pleasure, pain, curiosity, fear, you name it.”

“DNI?”

“Direct Neural Interface. Some call it BCI—Brain Computer Interface. Whatever you label the device, the results are undeniable.”

Benjamin Galante continued to listen. The science was over his head, but he was evaluating Snelling more than trying to understand how the technology worked. 

Snelling slid a thin plastic device toward him. The small rectangle had six prongs—each no thicker than the diameter of a lightbulb filament—extending from its center. “With the DNI we can download the data of any event that a person experiences. Audio, visual, and sensations. Let’s say a man hiked Mount Everest while our DNI implant recorded. Upon his return, the data can be downloaded into the DNI of a terminally ill child. That child will experience the sensation of conquering Everest. The cold wind will send shivers up their spine. They’ll taste the cold and feel their body jounce with each step. They will experience the true sensation of doing that which they could never do in real life due to the limitations they were dealt.” Snelling’s voice quivered with excitement. “Even the joy of completing such a momentous feat will be transmitted to the child. For the duration of the download, that child would be the hiker.”

“You’re saying I won’t know the difference between the download and reality?”

“Absolutely not,” Snelling said. “Because perception is reality.” 

“What happens after I wake up?”

“It will be the same as any other memorable event you’ve had. During the download, you live the experience. After that, it’s a memory. You’ll remember it as vivid or vague as your memory has been trained to recall.”

“I can download any type of event?”

“I think we have events that are perfect for your...predilections. After your DNI has been inserted, you can schedule an experience-download whenever you want. It’ll be better than watching a movie because you will be the star. And, the actors are completely untraceable to you.”

“Are they really actors?”

“We prefer to call them actors.” Snelling suppressed a smile. “But there is nothing fake about these experiences. If there’s something you want that we don’t have on file, we can create it.”

“And my cost is—”

“Friendship. We need an ally in the legislative field. This technology is the future. But it’s crucial to bring legitimacy to the idea now.  We’ll need PR and funding to direct the narrative toward the medical use of the technology. We want it to become as acceptable a practice as vaccines. Despite what we offer, the DNI is still an effective way to cure... unhealthy predilections.”

“That’s my other option, huh? Curing myself?”

“That is the other option. The brain is malleable, it will accept whatever we put in it.”

“How can a person be cured of who they are?” Benjamin asked.

“People have a misconception of who they are. They tend to believe that the self is a static personality, and they are stuck forever with pesky quirks and vices as if they were unchangeable truths imprinted on our DNA. That is not the case at all.

“Each human has a self-image formed by an amalgamation of experiences from your most formative years of life. We subconsciously take actions that reinforce this image and the habits associated with it. This self-image was created so long ago, we think it’s real; we’ve forgotten it’s malleable. As malleable as the brain. And we can be recreated. Change the way a person’s neural pathways connect, and it changes the person.”

“How does altering the self happen? Blast them with downloads of happy bunnies and hippie cuddle puddles?”

“Not quite,” Snelling said. “You’ve experienced the struggle of having to break a bad habit? Months of consciously starting a new routine, imprinting it on your mind to replace the bad vice. When you officially break a habit forever, that means you removed it from your self-image. Many people don’t achieve this though because of how difficult it is—the self is housed in the deepest parts of your unconscious brain. However, DNI technology takes away the struggle of changing habits, desires, and predilections on your own. Once implanted, we can force the brain to fire in a new pattern on command.” Snelling snapped his fingers. “We can make you a new person just by connecting new pathways in your brain.”

“And all these years, I was told there’s no such thing as a magic pill.”

“Until now, there wasn’t,” Snelling said. “We’re on the forefront of something major. Your decision today will not only solve your current predicament, it will also solidify your family’s wealth and legacy for centuries to come.”

“What are the side effects?”

“Two days of grogginess and a headache. We’ll keep you at the facility for three days to be safe. After that, you’ll be on limited physical activity for the first month. We’ve only had one client who needed to have the DNI removed, but he was overweight and had blood pressure issues.”

“I’ll need a good reason to be away from home for that time.”

“Vera’s pregnant, correct?” 

Benjamin nodded, thinking of the distended lump in his wife’s belly. The stress of it had no doubt been a main factor in why he slipped up with the escort girl. 

“Not to worry,” Snelling said. “Turns out... your life insurance sent you for another physical and they found a clot. It is imperative that we operate immediately. I could have copies of that diagnosis in your physician’s hands if she ever wanted to verify.” 

Benjamin extended his palm. “Sounds like I can be your friend.”

Snelling shook. “Did you decide which option you want.”

“How many people have gone for the cure?”

“Of my twenty-five clients, none.”

“I didn’t think so.” 

********
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“HAND OVER THE BACKPACK, girl.”

Spencer remained flattened against the wall. He had broken cover and stolen a split-second glance at the scene between the suited man and the girl. The way he had her muzzled by the handgun, his tone, and word choice all strengthened the theory he was not a cop. 

“I’m the only one who knows where the safe is. If you kill me, you’ll never find it.”

Spencer could sense the fear in the girl’s response, yet she still delivered the words with strength. Sweat slid between his palm and the grip of the thirty-eight-caliber pistol. He should have driven home. This shit had escalated way out of missing-person’s territory. Why had he been so compelled to act?

The man raised the gun. “I’m going to count to three—”

“Police,” Spencer shouted, rounding the corner from his hiding spot. “Let’s just put that weapon down and—”

“Duck!”

That shrill warning sent him to the ground just in time. It all happened simultaneously and the girl’s voice was drowned out by the gunshots. Spencer rolled behind a couch, blood pounding in his ears. He knew the black-suited man was already moving from the kitchen to his spot on the floor. Immediate action was needed, but Spencer felt paralyzed.

“Agh!” The cry was accompanied by a hard smack of flesh.

Instinct returned and, as quick as he’d ducked, Spencer was on his knee, shooting over the couch at the dazed man. The gun fired three times, maybe six. His ears rang and time warped. He lost count of finger pulls. Lead lodged into tissue and splintered the surrounding wood. A thud was followed by deafening silence. The young girl froze, the backpack she’d used to strike the man when his attention turned, hung from her grip.

A synapse in his brain fired and Spencer sucked in oxygen. The world restarted.

“Christ,” he said, struggling to his feet. “Are you hit?” 

Her hands went to her chest and gut. She shook her head. “I don’t know who you are, but I’m sure glad you showed up.”

Spencer holstered his pistol and rushed to the body leaking onto the hardwood floor. “Fuck,” he mumbled, hands hovering, deciding how to check for a pulse.

“No! Don’t touch him,” she said. Then Spencer heard her rummaging in the kitchen. “We gotta destroy the evidence.”

“We need to call an ambulance.” 

“If you call 9-1-1, we won't get out of here alive.”

Spencer looked at her, confusion eclipsed his fear. “Are you wearing oven mitts?”

“Yes,” she said and dove back into searching the cabinets. “I figure we have thirty minutes before more agents show up. Maybe less. I want to leave as few fingerprints for them as possible.”

“I just shot a man! We’re sitting down and waiting for the cops, and you are going to tell me what the hell is going on.”

“Check behind his ear. You’ll find a scar or small tattoo.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Despite his confusion, Spencer leaned forward to look at the back of the man’s head. The corpse did indeed have a purple scar behind his right ear. But so what?

“Here.” She rushed over with a lighter and aerosol bottle. She put down the supplies, pulled off the oven mitts, and threw them onto body’s torso. “Back up, mister.”

“What the—ah!” Spencer stumbled away from the corpse as a fireball leapt from the aerosol can and engulfed the man’s head. 

The girl focused the stream of fire primarily on the cranium, blasting the temple more than anywhere else. Eventually, she moved to the bottom of the trousers and hem of the suit jacket.  The body was engulfed in flames. Spencer fixated on the skull, mesmerized by the horrific stench and the way the charred flesh curled from the scorched bone. 

“You can stay here if you want, but if they find you...” The girl ran a finger across her throat. Then she rolled the aerosol can and lighter against the burning body and headed back toward the window they had all come through. Over her shoulder she said, “At least get out of the blast zone.”

Again, instinct moved his legs. He followed her lead, squeezing through the first-floor window, leaving behind the acrid smoke of burning flesh. Before his senses cleared in the fresh air, Spencer heard the mini explosion as the aerosol can exploded inside the house.

He looked up and saw her bolting from the yard. “Wait!” 

Spencer ran after his last chance for answers. Ahead on the winding forest path was a brown vehicle. She stopped a few feet from the car and Spencer caught up, panting. 

“I bet he called in my plates.” She looked from the car to Spencer. “Where are you parked?”

“Now listen here—”

“If you get me out of Winster, I promise I’ll tell you everything.”

Spencer clenched his teeth. It could be life in prison if he made the wrong choice, but something was urging him to trust her.

“I’m parked off the path. A hundred feet.” Spencer gestured to the holster. “No funny moves.” 

He led the way, reminding himself that if he got through this alive, he’d write a damn book about it. He’d always meant to do that for the Gorski job, but it was far too late now.

Spencer unlocked the doors and hustled inside. For being in such a rush, the girl didn’t enter.

“Show me your ear,” she said, approaching the driver’s side door.

“What?”

A spring clicked and she raised a switchblade. 

“Okay. Calm down.” Spencer held up his empty hands. He turned his head slightly, exposing himself to her. At this stage, he would not have been surprised if she sunk the blade into his chest. 

“Now the other side.”

He obliged. 

“Thanks.” She pocketed the knife and got into the passenger seat. 

She looked at him as if nothing happened, waiting for him to drive off. Spencer took a second to appreciate the absurdity of the moment and then hit the gas.

****
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AS MILES GREW BETWEEN them and the house, Spencer’s breathing slowed. A calm of near disbelief settled into his awareness, and if it weren’t for the girl in dirty jeans and Doc Martens in the passenger seat, he could almost pretend none of it had happened. He had not killed a man—

Self-defense, came the voice of reason.

He could imagine a lawyer’s response. What about standing by while the corpse cooked? Was that still self-defense?

Spencer’s thoughts were so loud, he almost didn’t hear her break the silence.

“Thanks,” she said. “You’re a lifesaver.”

Spencer kept his eyes on the road. “Lucky timing.... Unless I just shot a good guy and you’re—”

“I’m not the bad guy.”

“Prove it or I’m driving us straight to a police station.”

“I’m grateful to be alive, but I don’t exactly feel safe either. You lied about being a cop. Who are you and what were you doing at Dr. Bedi’s place?”

Spencer’s knuckles whitened against the steering wheel. “Sounds like we have very little time to learn a whole lot about each other. How about a sharing game?”

“Quid pro quo?”

Spencer arched his brow. “Yes. Quid pro quo. I’ll go first.” 

“I’m the one possibly being kidnapped here. I should go first.”

“I just killed a man.” Spencer glared at her. “I want answers.”

“Fine.”

Spencer hit cruise control at a safe forty-five miles per hour. “Who are you and why were you at Dr. Bedi’s home?”

“Cassie Diaz. I was keeping a promise to Dr. Bedi.”

“What was the promise?”

“My turn,” Cassie said. “You look familiar. Who are you and what’s your story?”

“Spencer Hardy. I’m a private investigator on a missing person’s case.”

“Involving Dr. Bedi?”

“Eh, eh. My turn. What’s the promise you made?”

“Bedi made me swear that if she died, I would be responsible for getting this.” Cassie opened the backpack and pulled out a book. “Coded in this book are directions to her safehouse where she’s hiding evidence against the agency.” 

“The agency?”

Cassie shrugged. “They disguise themselves by many names—I just call them the agency. They killed Dr. Bedi and they’ll kill us too.” Cassie pointed to a blue road sign. “Take the interstate.” 

Annoyed as he was, Spencer entered the freeway and pushed the car to sixty-five. 

“I waited a week. Figured that was safe. I should have known these monsters would never stop. They’ll probably have spies planted in that town for years to come.”

“I hate to break it to you,” Spencer said. “But Sheela Bedi died of a heart attack.”

“That’s what they want you to believe.”

Spencer opened his mouth—

Cassie held up her hand. “My turn. Why were you there?”

“Anonymous chat room tips placed my clients’ son in Winster, and I have a witness who saw him with Bedi. The good doctor dropped dead of a heart attack before I arrived and I never got to speak—”

“It wasn’t a heart attack.”

“Coronary or not, Sheela Bedi is dead. I’ve spent every day since trying to scrounge up a lead. Today was my final attempt, and it was a weak one. I was two seconds from throwing in the towel and going home. I saw you climb in through the window, and I almost called the cops. When the guy in the suit climbed in after... I don’t know why I followed.”

“Everything happens for a reason.”

“Care to elaborate on the reason why you turned that guy into barbecue?”

“The agency would have used his DNI to identify us.”

“What’s a DNI?”

“See that sign for the motel?” Cassie pointed out the window again. “Get off at the exit and purchase a room with your credit card.”

“Why?”

“We won’t be staying there,” she said. “In case the agency does know who you are, using your credit card will leave a false digital clue while I buy us another hotel farther away with cash.”

“I’m not stopping anywhere until you tell me what DNI is?”

“Direct Neural Interface.” Cassie turned her head. Spencer glanced over, following her short messy buzz cut down to a scar visible behind her ear. “The experience of a lifetime.”

“So you and the burning man have the same scar. What’s that mean?”

“It means, I used to work for them and now I’m out. I’m guessing your missing person had a similar scar.”

Spencer mentally flipped through the notes on Jarren Woods, but most of the pages seemed to be blanked from his mind. All Spencer could think about was the crime scene he’d fled. “I’m not sure.”

“I’m hoping we’ll find answers at the safehouse.”

“Which is supposedly coded in....” Spencer glanced at the book in her lap. “Algorithm of the Gods.” 

“Bedi had enemies. She had secret rooms built in the Winster home. And messages were always coded with her.”

Spencer remembered the odd comment Oscar had made about construction jobs. “Did Bedi write that book?”

“Yes, under a pen name.”

“This is crazy,” Spencer muttered as the exit approached. “How did you and Bedi even know each other?”

“She saved my life. The scar behind my ear was from the removal of a DNI implant. If your missing person was with Bedi, they were probably having their implant removed too.”

“I still have no clue what’s going on.”

“I’ll explain everything,” Cassie said. “Just get me to a motel so I can crack this code for the safehouse.”

“Why would I go with you to the safehouse?”

“Your missing person might be there.”

“Dammit.” Spencer sighed, then flipped on the turn signal and exited the freeway.
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VERA MUST NEVER KNOW,” Benjamin said without turning from the observation window. 

On the other side of the glass, his son lay on an operating table. His six-year-old body was wrapped in a gown and the anesthesiologist was talking to him. Benjamin saw the doctor’s hand on his shoulder. He wondered what the boy was thinking. 

“Vera will never find out.” Snelling stood next to him making notations on his computer tablet. “Medical records will show that the boy has choroid plexus tumors. We made Vera aware of the high mortality rate these operations have before you both signed the surgical waiver. My staff will handle the funeral arrangements. Will we need a body or will Vera agree to cremation?”

Just as Spencer knew Vera would never agree to the truth about their son, she would not agree to burning him either. “We’ll need a corpse.”  

“Very well.” Snelling entered the dimensions of the boy’s body. Benjamin’s expression must have telegraphed concern, because the doctor said, “Don’t worry; the face will look identical.”

Benjamin nodded. That assurance was enough and he preferred not to know anything more specific.  In contrast, his own surgery had been easy to hide. If he could maintain it, this new illusion for Vera would be his greatest performance. So the less he knew, the better he could play ignorant. 

“Do you have a foster family picked out?”

“A very suitable one. Upper middle class. Amenable to our plans.”

“Good.” The decision Benjamin made six years ago with Snelling saved his political career. The boy had been born shortly after that. And even though everything was fine for the first few years, in the last two, it had become evident what the child was capable of—he was clearly his father’s son. Benjamin would not allow that kind of risk back into his life. He had reelections and business mergers to consider. “I expect half of that hundred thousand bounty to come from you. You’re getting quite the deal here, too.”

Snelling smirked. “Of course, sir.”

Beyond the window, the anesthesiologist stepped back. Once the plug had been pulled on his consciousness, the surgeon approached, and a blade descended to the boy’s scalp.
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DESPITE HIS INNER TURMOIL, Spencer went along with her plan and purchased the motel room, thankful his credit card wasn’t declined. He walked from the lobby to the room, slipped the keycard under the door, then returned to the car and got them back on the road.    

“Well that was money well spent.”

“If it saves our butt, it was worth every penny,” Cassie said.

After that, they travelled in silence. Every minute that ticked by was another chance to end this madness, but adrenaline, curiosity, and a full tank of fear kept Spencer moving. Without Jarren Woods, his career was going to be over when he returned to Mesa anyway. But now that he’d fled a crime scene, more than his business reputation was in jeopardy. If he didn’t get some explosive evidence soon, his only escape would be a good lawyer, and he had a feeling his MasterCard didn’t have enough credit left for that.  

Cassie kept her head down in the book and Spencer ran through endgame scenarios as he watched the desert plains glide past the window. Once they’d covered almost eighty miles from Winster, he pulled off at another motel. Cassie bought the room while he waited in the car. When she came out of the lobby, she waved to him to follow her down the walking path. 

Spencer locked the car and tailed her into the room. There were two beds, but the confines were cramped. He was surprised she’d trust him to sleep in the same room. Cassie closed the door behind him and the click of the deadbolt reminded him of the flick of the blade she carried. Maybe he was the one who should be worried about sleeping in the same room as her.

“I’m going to take a shower,” Cassie said.

“Seriously?” Spencer sat down at a small writing desk.

“Uh, yeah.”

“We just left a burning corpse in the home of a woman you claim was killed by a secret agency. There’s more pressing issues than a shower.”

Cassie hooked the backpack over her shoulder and headed to the bathroom. “I’ve been on the road for a week, sleeping in my car most nights. I’m taking a shower. I’ll tell you the rest of the story afterward.” Cassie closed the door, then opened it. “If you think setting that dude on fire was a big deal, maybe you should bail now. You have no idea what you stumbled into.”

The door shut. When he heard the water turn on, Spencer took out his cell phone. A Google search of Cassie Diaz yielded images of a heavily made-up teen with messy top knots in some pictures and long braids and flat-ironed locks in others. Her hair dye morphed from black to pink and everything in between. Her outfits were as loud as the hairstyles. Below the images, were headlines—blogs and articles—some written by Cassie, others about Cassie.

Cassie Knight - Porn videos leaked?

Emo Instagrammer Missing!

Demonia - My Fav Boots for All Year Wear

5 Tips for Legit Witches 

Where Have all the Promo Girls Gone?

Missing model has lost a deal with Spooky Beach worth 15K a year

Spencer skimmed a few articles, then clicked on the images tab and scrolled through endless JPGs. Beneath the ever-changing styles and pale makeup, he could see the hollow face of the young woman in the bathroom. The seductive glamour of her fashion had been swapped for jeans and a conservative, long sleeve top. Her long hair had been buzzed down. Yet there was something in the facial structure that told him it was the same person. 

According to most articles, Cassie was twenty years old and had gone missing almost a year ago. Before her disappearance, she had amassed around 400K followers on Instagram and was on her way to top the charts based on how quickly her influence was spreading. 

Then she was gone.

Spencer went to the car and returned to the room with his files on Jarren Woods. Jarren’s follower-count beat Cassie’s and he was only seventeen. His platform of choice was YouTube and instead of fashion influencer, Jarren excelled in gaming. It was amazing this kid could make a better living playing video games than Spencer did when he was working for the police department. 

There was nothing in the file about ear scars. He Googled ‘DNI implant’. The search returned lots of technical papers on what Direct Neural Interfaces were, but there were no obvious conclusions jumping out at him. The scars on Cassie and the burning man made for an interesting coincidence, but there was nothing he could prove there either. Instead, he needed to focus on Bedi and why young online celebrities were attracted to her home.

The bathroom door opened and Cassie’s buzzed head poked out. “Still here?”

“You took so long, I almost left. But I wanted to finish our game of quid pro quo. I came up with some new questions for you.”

Cassie stepped into the room wearing the same clothes but looking fresher. “I wasn’t actually in the shower for very long. The first ten minutes the water was on, I was just waiting at the door with this...” Her hand moved to a back pocket. As she brought her hand forward, the familiar click sprung the blade and she held the knife in front of her. 

“Still don’t trust me?”

“I want to.” She retracted the blade and walked to the bed farthest from him. She sat down and rested against the headboard. “I came up with a few questions for you, too, while I waited in there. Google is awesome. You first though.”

“You’re an online—what do you call it—celebrity?”

“Celebrity. Personality. Influencer. Whatever.”

“Right. You’ve also been reported as missing. It so happens the young man whose parents hired me to find him is also an online personality. Enosh Gaming is his main sponsor. So that makes two young adults, both online celebs, both missing and both crossing paths with the same neurosurgeon in the span of two weeks. It gets me thinking.”

“Did you find out if your gamer has a scar?”

“The parents didn’t provide any intel on that.”

“His parents hired you?”

“Yeah, after the police said they had done all they could do. The father gave me a list of underground chat rooms, influencer think tanks, weird deep-web forums, anything that he found on the kid’s computer that could help. Those tips led me here.”

“What’s his name?”

“Jarren Woods.”

“Bedi had gotten big dirt on the agency. She was worried for her life. That was why she called me. Maybe Jarren gave her something to expose them—”

“Look, I’ve been extremely reasonable,” Spencer said. “Even after being asked to do some very unreasonable things. I need the full back story before I can entertain these conspiracies that Bedi was murdered. What is this agency and what do the scars and implants have to do with online celebrities?”

“Where to start...”

“How about with the acronym Bedi removed from your skull.”

“DNI is the future.” Her body seemed to shrink. “It’s in mainstream medicine already. Soon it’ll be in mainstream entertainment. The ultimate evolution of virtual reality. Audio, Visual, and sensations.”

“What do you mean by ‘sensations’?”

“Taste, touch, pain, pleasure. The DNI implant is capable of recording a person’s experience—in the form of binary data—directly from the brain. It can then be uploaded into another person’s brain via their implant. During the upload, the receiving brain perceives everything about that experience through electrical impulses, and you live it as the person did. That’s why I scorched the agent’s head. If they got a chance to download his last experience, they’d see you and me.”

“That’s a hard pill to swallow,” Spencer said. “You had this implant for fully immersive virtual reality?”

Cassie nodded. 

“Let’s say I believe it. Where do influencers like you and Jarren come in?” 

He could see annoyance pass over her face. Then Cassie seemed to let it go and her voice was filled more with exhaustion than anger.

“Becoming famous, maintaining status, it isn’t easy. There are four hundred million active websites. Six hundred million bloggers. And thousands of teens trying to become influencers every day. Everyone has a product to pitch and we’re all screaming into a sea of screams. How can you be heard? Most people, even if they hate their jobs, still get paid after working a shift. Creatives working from home, making art, building a brand, they may spend sixteen hours a day working but not earn a penny. Can’t scream loud enough to beat the big corporations.”

Spencer knew the hardship of commission work. His last two cases hadn’t earned a dime, the contracts only covered his investigation expenses. No monetary reward without solving the case. 

“When you start getting noticed though, it’s beautiful. The money, attention, the power of being obsessed over. For me, I kept wanting more.” A wistful smile played on her lips. “I hit a plateau. Everyone does. There are only two ways out. One is long and difficult—not guaranteed. The second launches you to the top of the influencer food chain and they pay you to take the trip.”

“They? The agency?”

“I was contacted by a group named Medea Incorporated. They’re a front though. The public face. Whoever’s funding companies like Medea are the true agency.” Cassie’s fingers moved to her scar. “They asked if I was willing to commit to a new level of engagement with my followers.”

“A way to be heard in the sea of screams?”

“Exactly,” Cassie said. “They promised everything...as long as I got chipped with the DNI. They even paid me to have the operation.” Her laugh was flat, vengeful. “I received a royalty split whenever they sold my virtual experiences to a client. In return, they improved my platform and exposed my profile to the masses.”

“I take it they upheld their end of the bargain?”

“They did. I racked up hundreds of thousands of followers, and the money was amazing, so I didn’t mind recording some risqué VR experiences.”

“Were these experiences sold to your social media fan base?”

“No way. The people buying celebrity downloads are not fanboys maxing out a credit card in their mom’s basement for a few intimate moments with an alt model. They’re high-paying clients connected with the agency or black-market clubs. When I realized how sick and deep the rabbit hole went, I ran.”

“Sick as in illegal?”

Cassie nodded.

“How come you didn’t go to the police for help?”

“Blackmail is a powerful thing.” Her throat bobbed with emotion. “I won’t lie. It was fun at first. Humans have been living in virtual reality since Myspace was created. We just don’t realize it. It wasn’t hard to accept Medea’s virtual reality offer. I could download anything too... All it cost me was making a few personal experiences for clients each month. By the time I realized my mistakes, it was too late. They were recorded. Online celebs like me who get out—maybe Jarren too—we keep quiet about what’s going on. There’s an unspoken pact: If we don’t try to expose them, they don’t expose us. We lose everything Medea gave us, but at least we live.”

Spencer got up from the desk and paced the room. “So Bedi stumbles onto this illegal VR network, frees people like you and Jaren, gets evidence to bury Medea, and they kill her? Am I missing anything—oh, and this virtual reality implant allows you to feel the experience in every way?”

“Don’t act like this is so hard to believe,” Cassie said. “Everything in the human body is driven by electrical impulses. The technology has been in medicine for years. Neural Link has been publicly attempting to use DNI-like devices to repair spinal injuries. Dr. Bedi was involved with neural-level therapy on inmates before she left Winster prison. But I’m telling you, this shit has been around the elite circles for years before all this started. And in a few more years, entertainment companies will start getting in on it and DNI experiences will go global.”

“Hold up,” Spencer said. “What’s this neural-therapy Bedi was into at the prison?”

“She was still working the prison rehabilitation program when I found her. The story she told me was that a government-backed firm offered her a grant if she oversaw an experimental type of behavior therapy using DNI implants. They were looking for a puppet who would sign off as a reputable official of medicine. She started asking questions though, researching. When she discovered the black market, she worked to expose it and save people like me.”

“And now that she’s gone, you plan to take the reins?”

“If we don’t find a way to expose this, the consequences—”

“I think you’re being a tad over dramatic.”

“You haven’t seen what I’ve seen,” Cassie said. 

All his training in body language and psychology was affirming that Cassie was telling the truth. At least she believed she was. There of course was the possibility that Cassie had been overwhelmed by the public spotlight and was having a mental breakdown. Stressed celebrities often snapped in public scenes and bought into conspiracy theories.

“My turn,” Cassie said. “I found out why you look so familiar. Tell me about the Gorski case.”

Shit.

“Not tonight,” Spencer said. “My head is spinning. It’s time for bed.” 

“So not fair, dude. What about our quid pro quo?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Fine. Here, I got you a room.” She tossed over a card key. “Fourteen. Next door.”

“You got me a room? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I’m still testing you.”

“Right,” he said, remembering the knife. Spencer placed his hand on the doorknob to leave, then turned back. “Let’s say I believe all this. What’s the endgame? What do we do when we wake up tomorrow?”

Cassie held up the book. “I decode where Dr. Bedi’s safe house is and we find the evidence and expose this black market to the public, maybe find Jarren.”

“What about the blackmail?” 

“After they killed Dr. Bedi... I realized I don’t have anything—or anyone—left to lose. Blackmail is not so scary anymore.” 

“I understand. Sorry... Night.” He slipped out of the room having lost the nerve to voice the decision his brain had made. I’ll give you twenty-four hours to prove this is real. Then I have to go to the authorities and turn myself in. 
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SPENCER LAY ALONE IN the room Cassie had paid for. The darkness did little to slow his mind, and the sleep his body craved continued to elude him. Scenarios of Cassie’s plan unfolded in his head. The girl was beyond paranoid of who to rely on, and yet it was apparent that she needed to trust someone. Spencer figured he’d only gotten this much trust because Cassie knew that without him, she’d have died at Bedi’s. 

The concern that she didn’t have to be lying to be wrong surfaced again. Was the slim hope of finding Jarren and exposing a scandal worth the consequences if she was wrong? If Cassie turned out to be a nut job, filing bankruptcy back in Mesa was the least of Spencer’s worries. 

His monkey mind continued to chatter through possibilities for another hour before he drifted into sleep.
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“SIGN HERE.” SNELLING pointed to the line on the seventh page of the contract. “That states you understand the child has a recurring brain disease and you promise to continue his monthly treatments of sound and cognitive therapy with me.”

The husband signed first, then slid the paper to his wife who sat beside him at the dining room table. When she was done, Snelling reached across the table and flipped the page.

“We don’t pay for these treatments, correct?” the father asked.

“Correct. The costs of the treatments are covered by a wealthy benefactor. It’s his desire to supplement the boy’s care so he has an array of opportunities afforded to him. This includes an annual salary to you of one hundred thousand dollars.”

Snelling could see the briefest excitement play in the husband’s eyes as he struggled not to react to the number. 

“Those points are outlined here and here.” Snelling indicated to the signature lines. “With this type of compensation, it is expected that you contact us immediately if you notice anything unusual regarding the child.”

“What do you mean by unusual?”

“Behavioral changes and mood swings can be signs of the damaged tissue manifesting in an ailment other than a tumor. When the brain is impacted, people can become completely different. Our goal is to keep his care proactive so these symptoms never occur. But if they do, please contact us immediately.”

“Of course, health will be our biggest concern,” the husband said.
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THE MORNING DID NOT bring renewed confidence. Sleep had been poor, plagued by sweat-inducing nightmares that left Spencer melancholy. He looked at his watch. Cassie had asked not to be disturbed for another hour. He decided to take a shower. Especially since he was stuck wearing the same clothes as yesterday. 

After he washed and dressed, Spencer started the coffee maker and pulled out his phone to check the local news. He half-expected to read that Cassie’s stunt had caused a forest fire in Winster, but a more alarming headline caught his eye. The coffee machine beeped several times before Spencer could pull himself from the article. He disregarded the time and stormed over to Cassie’s room, pounding on the door.

“We gotta work on this trust,” Cassie said, poking her head out. “I thought you agreed to seven thirty. I got twenty more minutes.”

Spencer held up his phone. “Have you seen the Winster News this morning?”

Cassie stepped back and sighed. “If it involves me, I doubt it’s true.”

Spencer walked into the room and read the piece as soon as she closed the door. “The arsonist has been identified as Cassie Diaz—the Instagram model known as Cassie Knight—who went missing last September. Officer Klonis of the Sheriff's Department was killed during a confrontation with Diaz. It is unsure whether the woman had an accomplice to help her overpower the deputy or if she was armed herself. It is best to consider this suspect dangerous—”

“If he was a cop, then it was a former cop,” Cassie said. “Or maybe a dirty cop—”

“It has also been discovered,” Spencer read over her. “That Doctor Bedi, whose house these incidents took place in, may not have died of natural causes, after all. Toxicology reports are still pending, but the autopsy revealed signs of a drug-induced heart attack—”

“Well that part’s true.”

He glared at her and continued. “Cassie Diaz is wanted in connection with Dr. Bedi’s death as well.”

Her jaw dropped and the sound that came out was unintelligible. She grabbed his hand and brought the phone closer, skimming the article. “They’re trying to frame me?”

“I found three sites with similar reports. Half the state has got to be looking for us.”

“I can prove to you I’m right.”

“How? By decoding where this safe house is and hoping Jarren or a new lead is just waiting for us? No deal—”

“I found the safe house. It’s in San Bernardino. But you’re right; you won’t believe unless you see the dark underbelly.” Her tone was tinged with desperation and regret. “There’s a Shadow Club three hours away. Just outside of Vegas.” 

“I’m not going to California. Or Vegas for whatever the hell a Shadow Club is,” Spencer said. “Cassie, I killed a cop.”

“No, you didn’t. That’s fake news from influencers under their control. You have to believe me.”

She’d been upset last night, but for the most part, Cassie had kept herself calm and under control. Now, Spencer could see the frenzy in her face. Celebrity snaps popped into his mind again. Michael went white and weird. Britney shaved her head. Lindsey went on drug benders. And apparently, Cassie Diaz imagined an unstoppable VR Cult called The Agency. 

If Spencer didn’t pull out now, he’d burn his last boat, and there would be no retreat from the island of unreality she’d sucked him into. 

“I can’t do this anymore,” Spencer said. “I’m sorry.” 

“Spencer, please.” All confidence drained from her voice. “I need your help.”

“There’s a Flying J Travel Center half an hour from here.” He struggled to keep his eyes on hers. “I’ll drop you off and give you a five-minute head start. Then I’m going to call the sheriff’s department and explain the situation.”

Cassie’s face fell, but she didn't speak. 
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“IT WAS AN ACCIDENT.” The boy’s eyes were liquid black.

“I believe you,” Snelling said. “I’m only concerned with why you tried to hide it. I thought we trusted each other.”

“I do but... I don’t want to move again.”

“Hiding these things from me and your parents, is what will cause you to be moved—”

“They’re not my parents.”

“They’re doing their best to raise you. And if you don’t follow the rules, you won’t simply be moved again, the state will lock you up. Do you know what prison is?”

The young boy nodded, his face drooping to a pout. “It was an accident.” 

“Do you remember the accident last year with the neighbor’s ferret?”

“Sort of.” 

“I think these accidents will keep happening. Unless you alert me before you feel an accident coming.”

“How will telling you help?”

“You’ll find out when you trust me.” Snelling smiled. “If you come to me before anything happens, I’ll show you a neat trick that is very rewarding. If your parents discover another accident though, you’ll be sent away. Prison most likely. I don’t think you want to lose Mr. and Mrs. Quinn.”

The boy made the slightest of head shakes. 

“They don’t want to lose you either.” Snelling placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I don’t want to lose you either. But if we don’t act decisively now, this will spiral out of control. I see a bright future for you—if you just trust me.”
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FIVE MINUTES INTO THE ride to Flying J, Cassie spoke. “You owe me a story.”

“What?” 

“I told you what I went through. You promised the Gorski case.”

“Now?” Spencer glanced from the road to her expectant face. “I’m about to turn myself in for murder. I’m a bit too distracted for story time.”

“I’m about to be all alone again. Big deal. I want to know what happened to the ‘hero’ they talked about in the Death in the Valley documentary?”

“Hero,” he scoffed. “A bit dramatic.”

“Is that why you didn’t play yourself? Did they stretch the truth?”

He glanced over but said nothing. She had a lot of nerve, trying to push his buttons after he saved her ass. There was no need to fuel her anger by calling it out though. It would only make the next fifteen minutes together more miserable. “Police chief denied my request. No one from the force was allowed to be filmed or comment publicly on the documentary.”

“Weird. When did you stop being a cop?”

Having to recall his departure from police work just before turning himself in felt akin to a life-flashing-before-death replay, but he decided to tell her the story anyway. There was a strong probability the five-minute head start would not be enough for her to avoid arrest, so a truthful answer was the least he could do. 

“I quit the force when I realized I could double my income by opening my own P.I. company. It was nice to know I wouldn’t have to ask permission to be in a documentary if any of my future cases turned out to be major league stuff again.”

“You should want to expose the agency then. It’s the next major scandal and you’ll be a hero again.”

“Let it go, kid.”

“Don’t call me kid.” 

Her voice was venomous and Spencer stiffened. “Sorry.”

“The documentary made you sound noble,” she said. “You kept searching for clues on your own time, even after everyone gave up and filed the case as cold. Where’s that perseverance now?”

“Christ. This is not the same thing. Fiona Gorski was beat to death for nothing other than being a trans woman in the wrong place at the wrong time. I had a gut feeling who did it, but we couldn’t find anything to prove it. I kept pushing and when I found the weapon, DNA eventually broke the case.”

“And you became a star.”

“A shooting star,” Spencer said. “Barely fifteen minutes. Been better if I stayed with the police department.”

“Everything happens for a reason.”

“You sound like my ex,” Spencer said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It’s stupid. Of course, everything happens for a reason. Doesn’t mean it’s secretly helpful. The only thing finding you helped was making sure that the future of my career wasn’t just in the shitter but totally annihilated.” It came out harsher than he’d meant.

There was a sign for Flying J’s stop. Seventeen miles away. 

“I can break this case for you,” she said with quiet persistence. “The Shadow Club is three hours from here. I can get us in and you can see the DNI with your own eyes. Please.”

“Black market VR clubs don’t sound safe.”

“It’s safer than going to the cops.”

“I’ll take my chances with the law.”
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THE FLYING J’S PARKING lot was packed with more cars and RVs than semis. There were two greyhound buses visible past the gas tanks and a Taco Bell and Arby’s inside the giant travel center.

Before he’d even put the car into park, Cassie had the door open and was stumbling away. 

“Wait!” Spencer reached out to her vacant seat. “Can’t we talk for a second?”

But she was lost among the sun’s glare off car roofs and asphalt. They were nothing more than strangers flung together, yet somehow it hurt to end things without an official parting. Her running off was best though. It was natural to want closure to all interactions, but Spencer was unsure what he would have said if she’d stayed. 

Spencer opened an internet tab on his phone and searched for the sheriff’s non-emergency number, taking his time with each keypad strike. He was going to keep his head start promise. Once he found the phone number, he checked his watch. Three minutes down. Two to go.

There was a knock on his window and Spencer jumped, hand moving to his holster, assessing the face and badge against the glass. “Relax, Mr. Hardy. I’m agent Robert Mallory. I need to ask you a few questions.”

Spencer rolled down the window.

“We’re looking for this woman.” Mallory held up a color photo of Cassie Diaz. “She was reported as last seen travelling in this car. Where is she?”

“Ran off. Just now.” Spencer held up his phone, hand shaking, pulse racing. “I was in the process of calling the sheriff’s department. Here, look at my screen.”

Instead of looking, the man pulled away from the phone and turned toward the busy parking lot. Spencer frowned and got out of the car. The man took a cell phone from his suit’s inner coat pocket and raised it to his ear, scanning the area. Spencer froze. Just below the hairline and to the side of Mallory’s ear was a long thin scar. Spencer forced himself through the initial shock and walked alongside the man. Doubt blanketed him and he recalled his father’s advice:

Once was an accident. Twice a coincidence. Three times was an act of war. 

Shit. 

Spencer pointed at the greyhound that was pulling away. “I think she got on that bus.” 

Mallory trotted forward a few steps, calling the bus’s license plate into the phone. Spencer felt himself walking up behind the man, unsure what his body planned to do but knowing he had to act. “What agency did you say you worked for?”

Mallory hung up the phone and turned. His face connected with Spencer’s fist. The agent’s dark sunglasses clattered to the ground and the man followed a second later. Spencer turned to flee but yelped as a Honda Civic screeched to a halt in his path. 

The window lowered and a buzzed head leaned over the door. “Last chance. Still think I’m wrong?”

Spencer looked back at his car, then to agent Mallory on the ground. Without a second thought, he hopped into the stolen Honda.
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THEY TRAVELLED IN SILENCE for ten minutes before she spoke again.

“What changed your mind?”

“The agent had a scar behind his left ear,” Spencer said. “Now that I’m sitting here, it seems foolish, but when I saw that...I lost it. I can handle a few coincidences but not that many.”

“I’m glad.”

Spencer pressed his palms together, rested his forehead against the tips of his fingers and issued a sigh. There was no retreat now. He’d burned all the boats. As Sun Tzu wrote, he either took the island or he died. 

“What do we do now?”

“Same plan. I take you to the Shadow Club in Vegas.”

“No point anymore. I have no choice but to believe you. We might as well save time and go straight to the safehouse in San Bernardino. If you think there’s evidence there, then that’s where we go. My finances are on fumes and I need something to clear my name ASAP.”

“I kind of have to go to the Shadow Club before the safehouse.”

“Why?”

Cassie took one hand off the wheel and reached down the neck of her shirt. She pulled a small, folded pouch from her bra. As she did, a necklace came out with her hand—from a black string tied with little slack hung a gold cylindrical trinket. Cassie tucked the necklace back into her shirt. Then she flipped open the pouch flap with her thumb and displayed a set of golden cylinders similar to the one on her necklace. They were about the size of a computer flash drive, and this close, Spencer could see circuitry covering the surface of the devices.  

“What are those?”

“The real reason I went to Bedi’s house.” Her face went sheepish. “I lied about the coded book. These files store digital experiences on them, like USBs. They were hidden in one of the secret compartments built into Bedi’s house. These files were important enough for her to contact me and I couldn’t risk losing them if you were an agent. I need to view all three, then get to the safehouse and see if anyone else can help us?”

“I thought you lied about the safe house.”

“I lied about the coded book,” she corrected him. “I knew exactly where her safehouse was. Anyone she de-chips gets a personalized access code to the safehouse, in case they’re ever in need of emergency shelter. After the news of Bedi’s death though, I wondered if a few might show up.” 

“You’ve lied to me before, but I’m supposed to believe you now.”

“I had to lie to protect the files. What if you were with them?” Cassie said. “When I saw what you did to the agent—”

“Two agents so far.”

“Right,” she said. “I’m convinced. That’s why I’m trusting you now.”

“Thanks,” Spencer said. “So how do we view these files, USB ports on a computer?”

“The only way I know how to view them is with an implant and special DNI computer software.”

“You don’t have an implant anymore so—”

Cassie chewed her lip. 

“Seriously? You lied again?”

“Bedi Saved my life. That’s true. She didn’t remove my DNI implant completely though. She... modified it. Disabled the tracking, recording, and security measures. It’s a read-only system now.”

“Great. So, you want to expose the evil agency who ruined your life and yet you kept their chip.”

“There are some experiences, you never want to forget.” Her voice wavered and her eyes glossed. 

“Fine. It’s not important anyway. Tell me what I need to do to survive this club.
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THEY PULLED INTO AN industrial building complex. Spencer coasted the car past two mechanic shops and a flooring company toward the white brick building Cassie pointed to. There was a glass door, but no signage anywhere. To the right was a silver garage door like the mechanics shops had, only this one was rolled down.

Spencer was reminded of the first time he accompanied Talbot on a warrant in south Phoenix. The neighborhood had an unwelcoming vibe, dark and angry. His heart had raced the entire time, from the moment they stepped into the litter-filled yard all the way to putting the man in cuffs. Even after the perp was in the squad car, Spencer hadn’t relaxed until they were safely out of the hood.

“I’ll be right back,” she said. “Wait here.”

Spencer watched her get out of the car, walk up to the glass door, and push a button on the intercom. He cracked the window but could only hear the indecipherable hum of their speech. There was a lengthy back and forth exchange. He rolled the window up when she turned and headed back to the car.

“We’re in,” she said, taking the passenger seat.

There was a metallic groan and the garage door rolled upward. The sunshine illuminated a row of cars parked inside the large garage. Spencer squeezed the Honda in at the end of the line and they got out.

“Just follow my lead,” Cassie said.

Behind them the garage gears began to reverse. As the metal lowered, an office door in front of them opened. A hulking giant beckoned them forward. Cassie didn’t hesitate, and Spencer fell in a few steps behind her.

“Arms out,” the giant man said. “Anything I should know before I find it?”

Cassie raised her hands over her head to be frisked. “Switchblade in my waistband.”

The security guard reached behind her, removed the knife, then completed his search. 

Spencer tensed. “When do we get these back?” 

“When you leave.” The man ushered Cassie deeper into the building and waited for Spencer.

Spencer spread his legs and interlocked his fingers behind his head. “I have a shoulder holster.” He tried not to show his nerves as the gun was pulled from his body.  

They headed up a hallway. An electronic hum came from ahead, then a wheelchair rounded the corner and approached them.

“Cassie Knight.” The man’s chair was large and reclined. Spencer estimated the guy was in his mid to late twenties. “You’re a lot of trouble.”

“I need your help, Marty.”

“Why should I help you? You’ve no appointment. You aren’t sure how many minutes of experience you have to download. And you brought a non-chipper.” Marty looked past her at Spencer. “You’re lucky I even let you inside.”

“You know I’m your favorite girl. Plus, I have cash.”

Marty’s face mocked pity. “You’ve been out of the game for too long, honey. Cash is taboo. We trade in crypto or experiences. Period.”

“I only have these three,” Cassie said, showing him the pouch. “I can’t trade them for seat time. What else can you do?”

“You can always make one today.” Marty’s grin was repulsive. 

Spencer watched Cassie’s face, knowing that if she agreed, he’d catch her in another lie about her implant being modified to read only.

“No,” she said. “I don’t make experiences anymore.”

“Is that why you’ve been gone so long? Shame.” The motor hummed and the chair backed up to turn. “I guess we can’t make a deal then.” 

“Please. I can have crypto to you next week. I’m good for it.”

Marty tsked her. “I don’t do credit.”

“Fine.” Cassie’s hand went to her throat and she pulled out the necklace with the cylindrical file. “It’s me, but...it’s not X-rated or sick or anything—”

“Not everyone’s a monster,” Marty said, still grinning. He rolled up to her and held out his hand. “I’d be a fan of any of your experiences.”

Cassie closed her fist around the necklace and held her hand over his greedy palm. “I want unlimited time, a good technician, and my ‘non-chip’ friend gets to be in the room with me.”

“Agreed.”

She unclenched her fingers and the storage-device necklace slipped into Marty’s hand. “Oh, and if anyone asks, we were never here.”

“Only because I like you so much,” Marty said offhanded, though he was near salivating at the data device in his palm.  
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MARTY DROPPED THEM off in one of several rooms in the warehouse. The room was cold and smelt of disinfectant. There was a large dentist-looking chair in the center. The back wall was covered with computer screens and a control panel. 

“Christ,” Spencer muttered. He was relieved that Cassie was telling the truth yet horrified by the implications. He wondered what monsters were inside the four rooms they had passed to get to this one, and what debaucherous experiences they were pumping into their brains. 

“Turn around.” Cassie picked up a folded gown from the chair.

Spencer faced the door. Behind him, he heard her jeans’ zipper come down. Her boots kicked off. 

“Okay.”

Spencer gave it another few seconds before he turned back. She was reclined in the dentist chair. Attached to the back of the chair was a mechanical arm. It curved over Cassie and terminated in a cap of metal and wires suspended over her head.

“How invasive is this?”

“Not very. But they’re gonna strap me down and sedate me. The straps make sure you don’t get out of control acting out the experience. This—” She pointed at the cap over her head. “—Downloads the data. Transfers it, same as a file over the internet.”

The door opened and a man entered. He was dressed in blue scrubs and wore a surgical mask and gloves. He carried a phlebotomist kit. The man said nothing as he got to work strapping Cassie’s ankles, then wrists, into the leather cuffs of the chair.

Cassie remained stoic. The technician swabbed her skin and Spencer looked away as a needle slipped into the crook of her arm and a dose of clear liquid was injected. The man lowered the cap over Cassie’s head, then took a seat at the control panel. Spencer remained in his spot like a fly on the wall. 

For the first several minutes, Spencer watched the screens, wondering if it were possible that the technician and he could view the download. But the monitors only displayed changing data points—numbers, charts, graphs—all incomprehensible to Spencer. He assumed it was Cassie’s vitals as well as diagnostics on the downloads.

Without knowing when the process would finish, Spencer’s monkey brain returned. The chatter was uninterrupted, until the white noise of the machines ended after about an hour and the technician got up. He took the cap and restraints off Cassie, then he left the room as quietly as he entered. 

Spencer paused between steps, edging closer to her chair. Her notepad and pen waiting in his hands as she requested. Her breath was steady. She still looked to be asleep. Then she took a deep inhale and her eyes opened wide. “Quick!”

Spencer rushed the remaining distance and put the writing materials on her lap.
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“IT’S NOT WORKING ANYMORE.”

“I’m glad you came to me.” For the past decade, Snelling had anticipated this day. “Tell me what’s missing.”

“I don’t know.” Wide, unfocused eyes searched for feelings that were indescribable. “It’s just different.”

“Tolerance perhaps. Has the rush of the downloads diminished?”

“No.” The boy frowned. “Before... when I had accidents... I could feel them leave.” 

“You’re referring to your parents’ bunny?”

“Yeah. And the neighbor’s ferret. That’s what’s missing. In the downloads, I can’t feel them leave.”

“What do you mean, leave?” Snelling asked.

“You seen those floppy arm blowups used to advertise in front of stores back in the day? The air keeps blowing them up in intervals, forcing it to dance. Turn off the air and the thing just crumples.” His eyes were glazed, looking far back into the past. “Like pulling a vacuum cord out of the wall socket while it’s still running. The motor just winds down to nothing.”

“Electricity. I like that analogy,” Snelling said, but he could tell there was more to coax out. “You miss that feeling...with an animal?”

The teenager hesitated, looked away, then back. “I want to know what it feels like when a human leaves.”

“I see,” Snelling said. The boy had only received animal death experiences. It started with one a year when he felt the urge. By the fourth year it increased to two. In all that time, he had never injured an animal in real life. Now the young adult wanted more. “Maybe it’s time to experiment with a new type of download—a human experience.”

A fever rushed into his glazed eyes, then fled just as fast. “What if I still don’t feel it...?” 

Snelling looked at his teenage Frankenstein with pride. The monster was partially his and that made him beautiful. He would be the first of many accomplishments yet to come. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Try a human download. Then we can discuss how it makes you feel.”

“Okay.”

“I’m glad you came to me,” Snelling repeated. A part of him wanted to hug the boy. Brian and Erica Quinn may have had legal precedence, but the boy was his. He had such a desire to fill him with more seeds of knowledge and wait to see what blossomed. “Do you want to know a secret about the electricity that leaves? What it really is?”
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SPENCER KNEW THAT EYEWITNESSES misremembered events seventy percent of the time. That’s why he resisted the urge to drown Cassie in questions. He had to let her record the images while they were fresh in her head. Watching her pen flow across the page was like observing the hands of a clock as the battery ran low. Slower and slower until... 

The pen hovered above the page. She looked up to him. “Holy shit.”

“What did you see?”

“Not here.” Cassie motioned to the door. “Turn around.” 

Spencer turned and listened to the same clothing sounds in reverse. Then she was walking past him and out of the room.

“Come on.”

Marty met them in the hallway and escorted them back to the garage. When he was safe beside the giant security guard, Marty held out a box. From it, Cassie collected the three cylindrical storage devices and her switchblade. Spencer retrieved his gun, checked the barrel, and slid it into his holster.

“Stay safe, Ms. Knight. You truly are one of my favorites.”

“Don’t worry,” she said, her eyes icy pinpoints. “I’ll be back.”

“Looking forward to it.” The predatory grin transfixed them as the garage opened. 

“Well?” Spencer said once they were in the car.

He hated the way she looked at him. As if she were debating whether to lie again.

“There’s a lot,” Cassie said. “I’m still trying to process it all.”

“I’m getting a Joseph Smith vibe from you. You’re the only one who can read the golden tablets right now. If you want to keep me on your side, it’s time to spill what you saw. Processed or not.”

“I can’t tell whose perception I was receiving, but there’s meetings between the agency and stakeholders of Winster and other prisons. Hundreds of inmates across the country have been chipped without understanding what the tech is capable of, not knowing that these groups are operating outside of the law.”

“I thought this was a small public program in Winster. Didn’t you say Bedi was testing to retrain their brains and heal from past traumas?”

“Bedi didn’t realize she was being used as a smokescreen. There’s a second program, top secret. They’re lying to prisoners using her public neuroplasticity therapies as a front. Inmates agree to get chipped, thinking it will help them and that they’re part of a larger, safe study. But they aren’t. They’re not publicly documented.”

“You saw all this?”

“Whoever’s experience this is, they’re at the top level.”

“Why would they want to chip prisoners in secret?”

“You don’t have much of an imagination, do you?”

“I’m looking for motives.”

“The motive is money and power. They’re disgusting pricks like Marty. I don’t know exactly how they’ll exploit the prisoners, but they’re illegally implanting humans with no intent to cure them. We’ve got to do something.”

“Fine. Then let’s go straight to the media with it. I say we flood the news circuit and pray for the public to get involved.”

“We have to be careful what media we go to. The agency has a long reach. I didn’t perceive many names, but there was one that stuck out. This shit goes high into the ranks and they will silence us.”
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WHILE CASSIE TOOK HER driving shift, Spencer researched her big name drop instead of sleeping. Senator Galante from Arizona seemed an unremarkable politician. He got his start as a mayor and his influence spread from there. About a decade ago, his son died during an operation, and ever since, many of his charitable causes and policy votes lean favorably toward medicine. It was feasible to believe he’d had a hand in approving medical experimentation on the brain. But Cassie claimed the Senator also knew about the undocumented program and was even receiving benefits himself.

Spencer believed there was plenty more on the downloads, but he didn’t push her. Having a senator involved in a major cover up was enough to bite off for now. The bigger question that disheartened him was how they would share the proof.

“How do we get the public to see this? How do I get to see this? These files work on a computer, right?”

“Not exactly... It’s like trying to read a floppy disk with a modern computer. It can be done, but you need a converter. I don’t know how to do it. Maybe an influencer at the safehouse will.”

“Who are these other influencers?”

“Every time Bedi de-chips someone, she gives them their own security code to the safehouse. It’s for emergencies, but I’m kind of hoping there is at least one other person there. It would be nice to get multiple perspectives before we attack.”

Spencer’s spirits tanked. Again, it was so convenient. Again, he was unable to verify Cassie’s claims and she continued to maintain all the power. Being at her mercy kept him on edge, preventing him from trusting her explicitly. “Yet somehow you get special treatment. Bedi leaves you with a read-only chip and still gives you a passcode?”

Cassie’s eyes burned. “Maybe you hated your ex. But I didn’t hate mine. When I lost him, Dr. Bedi left me the chance to visit him again. That’s why my implant is read-only. My loyalty was never in question.”

“Then why did you trade your last good memory to Scumball Marty so easily?”

“You think that was easy?” Cassie laughed. “That was hard as hell. But I knew viewing the evidence was more important. It was nice having a physical memento to wear, but there are other ways to keep a memory strong.”

Spencer studied her profile since she refused to look at him. 

Cassie pointed to the clock. “It’s my turn for sleep. You stayed up most of your sleep shift. You gonna be okay?”

“Yeah. Way too much on my mind to pass out.”

Cassie pulled over and they swapped positions. Spencer rode the pedal and they roared across the blacktop. Few cars shared the two-lane highway, giving Spencer’s attention plenty of time to play out more scenarios. 

When they stopped for gas and food, the cashier allowed Spencer to use the phone to call his clients. After the news report, Cassie made him promise not to use his cell phone for calls or texts. However, he’d also made a promise to the Woods family.

He walked as far from the counter as the handset cord would allow. The phone rang three times and he was hoping to leave a message instead of talking, but the father answered on the fourth ring. Spencer took a deep breath.

“Mr. Woods, it’s Spencer Hardy.”

“I’m glad to hear from you. My wife and I were worried. It’s been a week.”

“I may or may not be on to something,” Spencer said into the phone. “The chat room tips were legit. I have another lead as a result, but it’s weak. I, uh...I need about three hundred more dollars to make it to California to follow up.” 

“California? What would Jarren be doing there?”

“I can’t explain that now. It’s too dangerous to even use my cell phone. I just wanted you to know that by tomorrow, I’ll have an answer. Either I have your son, or the case is—”

The phone was ripped from his grasp and slammed down on the handset.

“What the hell?” Cassie said, a bag of groceries in her hand.

“Relax, I didn’t tell anybody where I was.”

“They can trace a call. Who was that?”

“My client. I have a life, you know. An apartment. A job. People I’m responsible to. I can’t just disappear like you.”

“You called Jarren’s parents? Are you crazy!” 

“It’s time to go.” Spencer grabbed her arm and led her out the door. 

The cashier watched with an amused smile.

“They hired me because the police were out of options,” Spencer said as they returned to the stolen car. “Everyone in the online community had an ulterior motive so they hired me to find Jarren. I owe them a status update, some kind of hope.”

“Well that’s real noble of you, but it’s gonna get us killed.” Cassie settled into the passenger seat. “No more stops, we have enough gas to reach the safehouse.”

“Fine.”
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IT WAS DUSK WHEN THE car wound through the hilltop community in San Bernardino. The houses were spread out further than Winster with acres of land in between neighbors. Spencer drove slowly, examining crossroads and considering escape paths. Everything around the safehouse seemed deserted. When Spencer was satisfied that the coast was clear, they parked on the undergrowth just off the road and walked down to the small home. 

The first thing Spencer noted was the lack of a front door. The obvious spot for the entrance was nothing more than a flat wall. Cassie led him to the back of the house to a small sunken out cove with a thick security door. There was no key for the lock. Instead, an electronic pad waited for a code.

Cassie typed six buttons and the lock released. 

Spencer pulled his pistol from the holster. 

“You won’t need that,” Cassie said. “It’s safe here.”

“These agents are resourceful. I’m not taking any chances.”

“If Jarren’s inside, try not to blow his head off.”

“Just open the door already.”

They stepped through the low overhang, then entered a room with a nine-foot ceiling. Spencer had expected a modern take on a classic cabin in the woods. Comfort made to look rustic. But there seemed to be little comfort and no technology besides the door lock. There was a couch and filing cabinets on the back wall. Other than that, the room was bare.  

Together they moved slowly through the rooms, each as sparse as the first. 

Kitchen. Empty. 

Living room. Empty. 

Bedroom... 

Spencer placed one hand on the knob, the other readied with the pistol. He looked at Cassie. She nodded. 

The door opened to the glow of a night light. A trembling figure outlined on the bed. Knees pulled up to chest. Clenched fists around the handle of a kitchen knife. Spencer held the gun at low ready.

“Identify yourself.” His pupils widened and he could make out the features of an adolescent boy. “Jarren Woods?”

“Please don’t kill me,” the voice trembled in the dark.

“We’re not here to hurt you,” Spencer said. “Are you alone?”

The boy hesitated.

“We’re here to help. Are you alone?”

“Yes.”

“I promise everything is going to be okay. Your parents have been looking for you. They sent me to find you.” Spencer holstered his pistol and held up his hands in peace. “I’m turning on the light.” 

Spencer flipped the switch. The room was empty except for the bed and a single dresser. The only weapon visible was the knife. The boy holding it with two unsteady hands was Jarren Woods. Spencer was used to seeing him with a headset on and a controller in his hands, but there was no doubt of the boy’s identity.

“Who are you? Where’s Dr. Bedi?” Expectant eyes jumped back and forth between Spencer and Cassie.

“My name is Spencer Hardy.”

“I’m Cassie Diaz. Dr. Bedi was my friend. I came to help her and met Spencer in the process.”

“Where is she? Is she okay?”

Cassie’s head lowered. “I’m sorry, Jarren. Somebody murdered her.”

Jarren closed his eyes and a tear rolled from beneath his left lid. The knife lowered to his lap. “This is all my fault. She removed my DNI.”

“No, it isn’t.” Cassie stepped forward. Spencer put out a hand as she made her way to the boy, but his resistance was pushed aside. Cassie knelt next to the bed. “I know what you’re going through. Dr. Bedi freed me too.” She turned her head to show him the scar. “What happened was nobody’s fault. She accepted the risks it took to free us.”

Jarren rubbed at his moistened eyes.

“Maybe you can help us find who did it,” Spencer said. “You were the last person to see her alive.”

“I’ll tell you whatever I can.”

Cassie reached out and squeezed his hand. “We’re gonna get these guys.”

“Sounds like it’s gonna be a long night,” Spencer said. “This place got coffee?”
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“IT WAS EASY TO BECOME an influencer after I killed it in gaming. My dad thought it was pretty badass I could make money playing video games. My mom was happy that I was happy. They’re good people, I swear. Never stole my money or that crap you hear about with child stars. But that doesn’t mean they weren’t a little narrow minded.” Jarren paused. The dark circles under his eyes seemed to grow heavier. “It’s the best feeling when people like listening to you, adore your pictures, and crave your lifestyle. I liked the attention. A lot. It’s bullshit though. They never really saw my life. Just what I let them see. Still, having fans was so fucking cool.”

Spencer thought of the three years he rode the wave of success following the Gorski case. He’d been jealous he wasn’t in the documentary. A part of him craved the attention that came with fame.

“I especially liked the attention from my...male viewers.” Jarren paused again as if he was waiting to see if there would be judgement.  Spencer didn’t care who the kid wanted to sleep with. All Spencer was concerned about was learning enough information to plan their next move without getting them all killed. “My parents would not be okay with that. I wasn’t sure my audience would either. I didn’t know what to think. It’s scary. Confusing. What if I came out publicly and then it turned out to be just a phase? How embarrassing! It’s just so much to think about.”

To be seventeen again, Spencer thought. He didn’t miss youth. He considered it a privilege to have made it to forty.

“When Medea told me about their DNI, it seemed a perfect solution to my problem.”

“That’s the same company that came to me,” Cassie said.

“I didn’t get chipped to gain subscribers. That was a nice bonus, but I wanted to...you know. Test out a guy.”

Spencer nodded, hoping it calmed the kid and showed his sympathetic side. Spencer had been useless in bridging any trust with him so far. Cassie was the reason they’d gone from knife to life story. The scar was a bond between them only.

“I just wasn’t ready to come out yet. Thought this was safer. Plus, my life is on the internet, hard to know who likes you for you and not the clout, you know.” Jarren’s laugh was sad. “Turns out DNI virtual reality wasn’t safe at all. I fell hard... I can’t believe my parents even wanted to find me.”

“Don’t say that.” Cassie’s smile was full of compassion. “Of course they want to see you.”

“I didn’t treat them real good before I ran off.”

“Nonsense,” Spencer said. “They understand something is going on. They love you and want to help you through whatever it is.”

Jarren nodded but didn’t look convinced.

“When did you contact Dr. Bedi?”

“Month ago, I got the bright idea to take a death trip. Went to a Necro Club and the dude walked me through rows of bodies plugged into the machine—”

“What’s a death trip?” Spencer asked.

“When you download the experience of dying.” Cassie frowned. “Suicide. Murder. Lethal injection. You can find anything. The code tricks your brain and you feel like it’s you dying.”

“Why the hell would anyone want to experience death?”

“Thrill seekers,” Cassie answered before Jarren could speak. “Death is the ultimate unknown experience. Once in a lifetime chance—unless you’re chipped. You get the rush of dying anytime you want, then beat the grim reaper when the simulation ends.”

“You wanted to experience death?” Spencer looked at Jarren.

“I don’t know. I told you, I was addicted. Pretty soon, experiences had nothing to do with hooking up with guys. I was downloading anything that would amp the rush.” Jarren shrugged. “The more extreme the better. I heard that forty percent of death trippers have DMT hallucinations when the brain thinks it’s dying. DMT always sounded cool as hell, and I was getting tired of kinky downloads. When I saw all those people though, hooked up to machines in the Necro Club... I had a vision of the future. Scared the crap out of me. This technology was being used for evil. Every one of those downloads was a person’s death. I couldn’t do it anymore. I found Dr. Bedi after that.”

“Medea, or this agency, is killing people with implants and selling the experiences to Necro Clubs?”

“Sometimes the person wants to die. They get chipped and make their suicide downloadable,” Jarren said. “When it’s a murder, they don’t just sell the death experience either. They chip the killer too. This way you can pay to be a murderer but keep your hands clean.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“The undocumented prisoners are involved in this.” Cassie pulled out the cylindrical files. “Between me, these files, and any help you can give, I think we can bury the agency who killed Dr. Bedi.”

“You think we can beat them?” Jarren asked.

“I know we can. To be honest though...” Cassie hesitated, looking guilty. “If you join in the help, it’s likely Medea will start a propaganda campaign against you. We’re already being lied about on the news. If you don’t want that public heat, I understand. Just tell us what you know so we can try to gather more evidence.”

“I will.” Jarren pointed to the files. “Whose are those?” 

“Don’t know yet. I thought they might be yours, but they’re definitely not.”

“No, Dr. Bedi just removed my chip. We didn’t download any events.” 

“Quick question.” Spencer raised his hand. “Jarren, do you have any idea how to convert this data from the storage device to be read on a computer? You know, so someone like me can actually see the material.”

Jarren shook his head. 

“I figured,” Spencer sneered.

“Do not be an a-hole right now,” Cassie said.

Spencer paced the room. This was great; the onion had another layer. They’d found Jarren, but there was still no proof clearing anyone’s name. 

“Don’t worry.” Cassie squeezed Jarren’s hand. “We are going to figure something out. I just need a little time to think.”

“I’ve been here for a week.” Jarren sighed. “I didn’t know where to go or what to do. She put me on a bus and told me she’d be here in a few days.”

“I know,” Cassie soothed. “We’ll figure something out tomorrow. Maybe an early bedtime would be good, give everyone some time to reflect on what we should do.”

Jarren’s shoulders hitched and Cassie came around the table and hugged him. 

“We’re gonna think of something,” she repeated.

Spencer could only see one outcome though.
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“WHAT NOW?” SPENCER asked.

Cassie had gotten them set up in two of the other bedrooms. Now she stood in the doorway of his. 

“Nothing changes. Tomorrow we spend the day finding evidence we can use. Something more than just the downloads. We look for contacts who can help us convert the files. Make a plan on how we expose this illegal program.”

“I say we call one of these indie podcasts with two million subscribers. Say we have two missing celebrities and breaking news.”

“What if the podcaster is chipped? We’re dead before it airs.”

“What do you want to do then? Sit on this forever?” He waved her off with a stiff hand. “These are the times I doubt you.”

“Has one thing I said been wrong?” Cassie walked into his room and closed the door, as if she were protecting their child from hearing a domestic fight.

“You lied since the get-go.”

“For protection. But I haven’t been wrong.”

“The sooner we go live with our side of the story, the safer we’re gonna be. If we reach enough people with the truth, they can’t make us disappear.”

“I don’t know about that. But they’ll definitely use blackmail.”

“I thought you were over that.”

“Will you be okay with it? Cause you’re in this now. Whether you want to be or not. They’re going to attack you if we attack them.”

“I don’t have a chip.”

“Doesn’t mean they can’t find dirt on you.”

“What do you propose we do?”

“Podcast is an option. I just want to look at everything we have tomorrow and create a few more options to choose from. Maybe there’s a better way than a podcast, but we’re missing it cause we’re tired.” Her eyes went wide. “Please. One more day. That’s all I need.”

One more. 

Two words he knew by heart.

“I’m not making any promises,” Spencer said. “You can look for evidence. I’ll research exit strategies. You have until I find the best one. Then I move, with or without you.”

*****
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HALF AN HOUR AFTER Cassie left, there was a knock on his bedroom door. Spencer took the gun to answer. Jarren stood outside like a wet dog on the porch. His posture turned inward, and Spencer felt bad for all that he and Cassie had endured. As angry as she’d made him earlier, he was impressed by how someone so young had managed to keep herself so composed in the face of these horrors. He holstered his gun and smiled. The mental shift made him question if he’d really be able to walk away from them if tomorrow was a bust.

“You okay, kid?”

“Yeah, just been thinking of my family.” His moist eyes scanned the room. “You said my parents hired you?”

“That’s right. And as soon as we can tell them you’re okay, we will. We just have to be careful with who we trust right now.” 

The hint of a smile almost pushed the brimming water on his eyelids down his cheeks. “I’m just so thankful they didn’t give up on me. They hired a personal detective.”

“Private investigator.” Spencer winked. “But that’s close enough.”

Jarren gave a soft laugh, then he lunged. 

Spencer was unable to react before a stun gun’s electrodes interrupted the circuitry of his body. He lost control of his muscles and fell to the floor. Spencer’s consciousness was already fading by the time Jarren descended on him.
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“DO YOU STILL FEEL LIKE something’s missing?”

Jarren lowered his gaze and his eyes took on that distant look that Snelling had become fond of. A sense of pride tickled him every time the boy went into deep thought. It was the power a father felt at seeing his son using the skills he’d taught him.

“I don’t know if there’s anything missing. I can’t know,” his voice reflective. “That’s why I’m curious to do the real thing. It’s the only way.”

“You understand the dangers of the real thing, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Question. Since you can’t know if something’s missing, are there any other reasons for this desire?”

“I want to know that I did it. At least once.”

Snelling loved that the boy told him everything now. He was a valuable asset, and the idea to use Jarren’s murderous desire to solve the growing Sheela Bedi problem had been something he considered often but never voiced. He theorized that once Jarren killed outside of virtual reality, he would realize the DNI download was more powerful and return to VR murders permanently. Snelling based this on the studies that found porn addicts can often destroy their ability to enjoy sex in real life. The lack of enjoyment doesn’t lessen their craving for sexual gratification though, it just creates this insatiable itch because the real-life act never lives up to the mental satisfaction of pornography. While a real-life kill had many pros, Snelling was unsure if it would change their relationship, and he had put off the suggestion until today. Jarren was insistent though, and with this plan, perhaps they could kill two birds with one stone. 

“Sometimes the chase is better than the catch,” Snelling cautioned.

“I wouldn’t know,” Jarren said. “I’m willing to take the chance to find out.”

“Very well.” Snelling placed a folder labeled ‘MK Reality – Winster’ on the table. “Here is my proposition: I will provide my resources to protect you legally. In return, I select the victim.”

“Who?”

Snelling opened the folder. He passed a photograph of Dr. Bedi to Jarren. “Have you seen this woman before?”

“No. Who is she?”

“She is trying to destroy Medea and all we’ve worked for. The service we provide. The good we accomplish. You and I cannot allow that to happen. Sheela Bedi will be the perfect candidate for your first... electricity pull.”

Jarren studied the picture but gave no indication of what he was thinking.

“You understand why we operate the way we do,” Snelling said. “The world needs us, though they’re too ignorant to comprehend. That is why we must lead the way in secrecy.”

The stoic features of the boy slackened as he perceived the magnitude of the request. “Maybe someone else should be my first. I don’t want to mess up something this important.”

“It must be you,” Snelling said. “Now that she’s left the prison program, you’ll be the only one who can get close enough to her to make it look like an accident.”

“Why would she trust me?”

“Because you’re a scared gaming celebrity with half a million followers, and you need her help to escape Medea.” Snelling sneered. “Remember, this is not without risk. Even with my protection. Your involvement will take you away from the platform and your sponsors for several weeks. You could lose many.”

“I don’t care.”

“To get close to her, this woman will relieve you of your DNI implant. I will fix that when the job is over and you return, but still, there will be much time without it.”

“It’s worth it to me.”

“Very well. Before I send you in, I want to do a download and a diagnostic check. Make sure everything is good.” Snelling stuck out his hand. “Ready to become a double agent?”

Jarren’s eyes flashed and he pumped Snelling’s hand.
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THE KNOCKS WERE TIMID, and when Cassie opened the door, she recognized the knot of emotions on Jarren’s face. 

“Sorry to bother you,” he said. “Can you talk for a bit?”

Cassie smiled and, without any other furniture, she led him to the bed. They lay side by side, staring up at the ceiling, a small space between them. She could sense his nervousness, but also knew he needed to be near her. He was craving someone who knew his pain. Cassie had the same need. Just being near him gave Cassie a sense of peace. Spencer seemed like a good man, but he didn’t understand their situation.

“What got you out of Medea’s control?” Jarren asked.

“Nothing original.” Cassie laughed. “I met a guy, and suddenly, I had a reason to live that didn’t involve social media. My obligations to sponsors and Medea became less important. I spent my time with Jackson.”

Cassie looked off at the wall. She closed her eyes and remembered his hand across her cheek. Smelt his cologne and settled into the warmth of his embrace.

“When he found out what I had been forced to do, he wanted me to go public. I explained how it was my fault too and how they would blackmail us. Jackson said he didn’t care, doing the right thing was more important and he would stick by my side. It was noble. But I was still too embarrassed. Some of the experiences...” 

Jarren nodded but said nothing.

Cassie opened her eyes and turned to him. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“You’re the one alone all week, you deserve the help and instead you’re letting me vent.”

“Everyone already heard my story.” He smiled. “Now I want to hear yours.” 

“Feels good to talk about it.” Cassie sniffled, annoyed that her lower lip was starting to twitch. “I haven’t really had anyone to talk with for a year.” 

“Tell me what happened next.”

“Jackson started to push back at them and I let him,” she said. “They taught me a lesson using him.”

“I’m sorry.”

Cassie closed her eyes and two tears rolled down her cheeks. She saw Jackson’s smile and was thankful for their time together. She owed it to him to finish the fight. Inhaling deep, she flicked the tears away,

“Took me months after that to find Dr. Bedi. I had to take crazy precautions to make sure Medea didn’t find out my plans during a random download.”

“I fucked that up,” Jarren said. “Maybe if I had been more careful, they wouldn’t have followed me. They wouldn’t have killed—”

“No,” she said, echoing her sentiment from this morning. “You did the best you could. Sometimes it isn’t possible to keep secrets from these bastards.”

“Thanks.” Jarren slid his hand across the small void between them to hers.

The gesture felt platonic, and the human touch was so good that Cassie did not pull away. “After what they did to Jackson, I swore to Dr. Bedi I’d help in any way I could to pay her back.”

“She was a great woman.”

“And they killed her.” Something broke when the words came out and this time Cassie was powerless to control it. She knew there were several other survivors out there, but she hadn’t spoken with one until now. In his presence, the pent-up emotions bubbled over and she curled into a ball, sobbing.

Jarren placed his hands on her back, supportive, soothing. His warmth came closer and it felt safe with him pressed against her body. Safer than Spencer, with his shifting moods. One minute the man was with her, the next he was ditching her.

Cassie felt warm vibrations from his speech across her ear. “You’re so fucking perfect, Cassie.

“What?” she said, her ugly sobs slowing.

Jarren’s arms clamped down around her and sterile burning filled her lungs. Her mouth tasted a wet cloth but grew dry. 

“Shh,” he whispered into her ear. 
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WITH HIS ARM WRAPPED around her throat and face, Jarren could feel her heartbeat against his limbs. At first, it had spiked, then it slowed. Same as her breath. The struggle ebbed from her body and her flesh softened in his grasp. He inhaled the scent of her head and nearly orgasmed. Chloroform was almost as great as strangulation. He would need to remember that for future reference. 

Jarren straddled her body and placed both hands on her chest. Cassie’s shallow breaths allowed him one full inhale to every two of hers, and Jarren synced up with her in that pattern. He slid his right hand up to the soft warm flesh of her neck. The pads of Jarren’s fingers found their grip, her trachea flush against the web between his thumb and index finger. He inhaled and exhaled, flexing his hand around her throat, then relaxing. 

Jarren’s body yearned to consume her. He yanked his hand away. The moment her electricity left had to be perfect. And for that, he needed more time. Dr. Snelling made it clear he could stay at the safe house as long as he wanted, but there was no guarantee any influencers would show up. Now he had multiple opportunities. Options. He had to make a new plan.

He tied her up, same as Spencer, then sat in contemplation. What order would he take them? Would he use different methods? What would it be like to fuck her first? Which was more memorable, your first lover or first murder? Jarren had faith that Snelling would give him a new implant, but that wouldn’t help him now. Whatever happened next would be a once in a lifetime experience. 
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SPENCER WOKE, DIZZY, bones aching with fatigue. It felt like he’d been through a long night of drinking. In a moment, the pain receded to fear. His body stiffened with the recollection of Jarren’s attack. Stress focused his awareness and the bindings on his wrist and ankles became visible. There were at least ten wraps around his lower legs and five around his hands.

“Welcome back,” Jarren said, walking into his line of sight. “Consciousness is wild, huh? One minute you’re gone. The next, you’re self-aware.”

“What the fuck is going on?”

“It’s the greatest tool of evolution. And the greatest trick was convincing people that they were their consciousness.” Jarren smirked. “Most of the population still believes consciousness is their soul.”

“Jarren? Are you drunk?” Spencer tried the bindings. Shit, they’re tight. “Just untie me and we can forget the whole thing.”

“I’m never going to forget this.” Jarren stood over him on the floor. The smirk now a smug smile. “You’re going to be my first, Spencer Hardy.” His lips scrunched. “I don’t count Dr. Bedi. The drug I injected took her. It wasn’t the same. I walked away while her heart seized. But with you, I control your final experience.”

“Christ. Bedi helped you escape why—”

“Medea raised me, taught me everything. I’m not some gay gamer who snapped. I’m not even that great of a gamer. My success was engineered. It was easy once Dr. Snelling taught me the truth and how to use the algorithms. He explained how important it is that not everyone see how the trick is done. Doctor Bedi was ruining that. Killing her when she stuck her nose where it didn’t belong was the least I could do for Medea to return the favor. Really, it was my pleasure.” 

Jarren sat down next to him and grabbed the bindings at his feet, yanking them up and down, laughing. Spencer pulled his legs away. Jarren’s fist clenched. There was hesitation and then Spencer’s face stung with the connection of bone to bone.

Jarren let out an excited cry and looked at his knuckles. “Holy shit.” His smug smile had transformed into grinning ecstasy. “That was cool.” He raised his fist again, threatening to strike, then laughed. He took out the knife he’d wielded earlier. “Wanna know the secret?”

The kid was a psycho. But he was still a kid. Passion was driving him, which meant he could be manipulated. Anyone was malleable when they were emotional, especially adolescents. Spencer just had to keep calm and buy some time.

“Yes.”

“There is no you,” Jarren said flatly. “You’re not a soul, you’re not even the brain. You’re a byproduct of neurons firing, you’re a tiny electromagnetic field.” 

“Jarren, that doesn’t make sense. Please untie me and let’s figure this out together.”

“You’re nothing more than white noise.” Jarren moved forward and placed the knife blade on Spencer’s chest. He held onto the handle, watching the steel rise up and down with Spencer’s breathing. “Like music from one of those old-school record players.”

“Can you explain that to me?” Spencer half listened, half scanned the barren room for an escape plan. His heart thudded against his breastplate. He needed more time.

“The record is just a piece of plastic with grooves. There’s no music though. The brain’s basically an organic record. A fleshy organ. There’s no consciousness. No you. The stylus is also plastic. No music. Spin a stylus over the record at a certain rpm though and music is created. Fire some neurons to make the body function and it creates a small electromagnetic field we call ‘consciousness’, the thing you think is you.” His face became a wide grin of teeth. “You’re mindless electricity used to keep a mound of flesh animated for as long as possible.”

Spencer swallowed. His attention was pulled from escape routes and Linda flashed in his mind. Even though he had never said a word close to as bleak and nihilistic as Jarren’s view of the human species, he regretted ever giving her shit about the church’s beliefs.

“That’s why all this works,” Jarren said, picking the knife off his chest. “Why you can become anyone or anything... It’s because there is no you.”

“People are more than electricity, Jarren.”

“Close your eyes.” Jarren said, shutting his own lids.

Spencer kept his eyes open and focused on the teen.

“Think of the greatest thing that ever happened to you. I mean really think of it. See the colors. Feel the texture of the things you touched that day. Recall the smells of that place.” An ecstasy rippled over his face. “Can’t you feel it? Let the brain transport you back in time. When you use all five senses, the brain doesn’t know the difference between real and imagined. You feel good in the present moment as if the event is happening now. This also happens if you mentally visualize your worst memory with your five senses. Your brain tells your body to be in a horrible mood, and it floods your body with those depressing chemicals. That’s why people can have a great life, but if they’re stuck in the past mentally, they feel miserable in the present physically.” Jarren opened his eyes and pouted.  “Hey, you didn’t visualize.”

“Jarren, please—”

“That reminds me.” Jarren’s eyes narrowed and he held the knife in front of Spencer’s face. “I know why Cassie is here. But who sent you?”

“I don’t know anymore.” Spencer was ashamed but not surprised that he’d slipped so far that he couldn’t detect if his clients were lying. “They claimed to be your parents.”

“Wow, you’re an idiot.” Jarren laughed. “My foster parents are paid not to ask questions about what I do with Dr. Snelling. I bet it was some indie news company posing as my parents to hire you. If you found me, they’d get a breaking story. They had no idea it would be this.”

Spencer opened his mouth, then stopped. This was not a teenager. This was a psychopath. Reasoning had gone nowhere. Spencer wasn’t getting out of this, but maybe he could still save Cassie.

“Cassie!” he screamed. “Wake up, get out of here!”

Jarren struck him in the gut and Spencer’s tied body rose up with a groan. The boy marveled at his fist. “Don’t bother, she’s out for the count, man.”

Spencer fought to breathe against the pain in his side. “What if you’re wrong?”

“The science is clear.” Jarren pulled a piece of cloth from his pocket. “There is no true you. Just music.”

Spencer fought the bindings, but after a jab to the side of his head, his mouth was stuffed with the fabric, then taped over. Sweat poured down his brow. The boy placed the tip of the blade against Spencer’s temple and dragged it down his slick skin.

Jarren placed one hand on Spencer’s chest. The other positioned the blade tip just inside Spencer’s left nostril. He froze until Jarren yanked and the curve of fleshy cartilage separated. Spencer screamed into the gag. Jarren’s eyes closed as if he were absorbing every ounce of suffering. 

Christ, he’s gonna torture me!

The blade moved to his torso and the cotton T-shirt was pierced. Jarren sliced apart the fabric, exposing Spencer’s chest and belly. Spencer felt a hopeless terror. 

The blade rested against his side—

Crack!

There was a muffled scream and figures poured into the room. Jarren was gone and then two sets of hands were carrying him into the living room. He bounced over the floor and saw Cassie, her face was pale, her eyes puffy. 

“You’re alive,” Cassie whispered. “Thank God.”

Spencer’s arms and legs were tugged as the ropes were severed by a figure wearing a ski mask and hood. “A transport arrives in fifty-five seconds,” a male voice said. “If you don’t come with us, you’re on your own.”

Once the loose wraps had been pulled away, Spencer flexed his wrists and ankles. He could see three of them in dark camouflage. Cassie was kneeling next to them. Together they surrounded the bound body of Jarren Woods. His mouth was taped, but his eyes screamed as he glared through the dark at Spencer.

“Who are you guys?”

“Mr. Hardy you’ve done a wonderful job finding our son.”

“I’ll be damned,” Spencer said. He looked at Jarren. “You were right. You real parents didn’t hire me.”

“No, but we’re ever so grateful,” the fake mom’s voice chimed in from beside Cassie.

“If you’re not his parents, then who—?”

“No time. Grab him,” Jarren’s mock father said, and they each took hold of the kid, moving him to the door. 

Cassie followed. Spencer got to his feet and did the same. 

“Hey.” He took hold of Cassie’s arm. “Are you going with them?”

“Yes.” She moved from his grip and held his hand instead. “Please come with us.” 

“Where?” Spencer looked at them huddled at the front door. The glow of a wristwatch, the only illumination in the dark.

“I don’t know. But it’s got to be better than staying on the run.”

Spencer wanted to regurgitate the line about his life and responsibilities. His car was gone though, and he was one more missed payment away from eviction. Spencer wasn’t sure what he would lose besides the closest full of mementos from his childhood. 

“Yay or Nay, Hardy?” the man asked.

He thought of Cassie’s statement from the Shadow Club. Physical reminders are nice, but there are better ways to keep memories strong.

“I’m in.”

They heard a vehicle stop outside.

“Let’s go.” The man threw open the front door and they all hustled through the alcove to the open bay doors of a van. Spencer slid onto the plastic flooring, pulling his legs in as the doors were slammed shut. The van drove away.

For the next few minutes, the only sound was labored breathing. Everyone waiting. Would there be sirens? Gunshots? Gradual relief seeped into the occupants. Face masks pulled back, camo was unzipped, and the small crew cheered each other in quiet success. Cassie had a huge smile across her face despite the appearance that she’d been crying.

“You knew about this?” Spencer asked.

“No,” Cassie said, “but it’s awesome!”

Spencer looked at Jarren, bound and gagged on the floor of the van, then to the three saviors—two men and one woman. 

“Don’t worry,” one of them said.  “We’re here to help.”

“Who are you?” Spencer asked.

“Allies. We don’t work with Bedi, but we’ve been monitoring the DNI black market. Had our eye on the kid because of his connection with a major player. We didn’t expect him to go missing when he did. It was sudden. We needed your help to find him, to find the safehouse. Bedi kept a low profile. We didn’t even know what she was doing for influencers, we just thought she was an innocent caught up in Snelling’s web.”

“And you didn’t want me to call Jarren’s parents,” Spencer said, surprised he had the strength to tease. 

Cassie rolled her eyes but smiled. “Do you know about the senator?” 

“Whisperings.” The guy looked at Jarren. “But now we have him. And perhaps you found evidence along your journey to supply as well?”

Cassie’s hands shot to her chest, patting herself down. “Shit.” 

The look on her face let him know the pouch was missing from her bra. 

“I got three experiences from Bedi’s. He must have taken them when he drugged me. You little shit. Where are they?”

They all turned to look at Jarren. He seemed to be grinning around the gag. The two sat him up against the van wall and pulled out the gag. 

“You think you’re so clever,” Jarren said. “Ha. Like you know what’s really going on. You haven’t got a clue—”

Pop!

The familiar sound and tearing flesh filled Spencer’s stomach with revulsion. He knew what happened on a subconscious level, yet the whole incident was over before it could be processed. Cassie screamed. The other three fell back, shielding their faces. 

The van rolled on in silence. Spencer’s eyes were closed, but he could hear the bloody meat squish on the plastic floor.

“Dammit! We were so close.”

Spencer opened his eyes. Jarren’s jaw was unhinged. This close, Spencer could see the burnt row of teeth and smell the singed flesh and hairs. His hope of escaping this nightmare dwindled. It cooled faster than Jarren’s body and Spencer was back to square one.

“Christ,” he muttered.
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“CHRIST, SNELLING, DO you know what time it is?” Benjamin Galante walked into the study and took a seat across from the man. The butler had already set out two teas.

“Jarren was captured by our enemies.”

“Damnit.” Benjamin slammed his fist on the armrest. “He shouldn’t have gotten involved.”

“He knew the risks. Now we have to deal with the aftermath.”

“That bitch removed his implant, didn’t she? Dammit.”

“Relax,” Snelling said. He took a drink of the ginger tea. “I planned for that. Jarren and I had a final checkup, and I inserted a security device. He didn’t realize what it was and Bedi wouldn’t know to look for it. It will incinerate all traces of itself, same as a DNI would have.”

It was thrilling to watch Benjamin’s face deflate from the vein-pulsing concern. It was how Snelling had processed the decision himself. There had been intense grief when the blue team reported the boy was apprehended. For eleven years, Snelling had trained him. Now he was gone and it was such a pity. Then Snelling had remembered that there would always be another fresh-faced prodigy waiting in the ranks to be molded, and his grief had subsided. 

“Are you telling me...?”

“He was neutralized. There was no way around it. I wanted to tell you the news in person.”

Benjamin inhaled deep. “I understand.”

There was sadness in his voice, but Snelling knew the senator was thankful too. The boy had always been a loose end that the senator seemed to regret from time to time. 
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“IT’S GONNA BE OKAY.” Cassie wiped splatter from her cheek. 

“How so? Weeks of P.I. work down the drain, no digital downloads, no hostage. And we’re still public enemy number one in the news.”

“Everything happens for a reason.”

“Are you serious?” Spencer laughed and looked at the three musketeers—silent contemplation on their faces. 

“Look at how far we’ve come,” Cassie said, passion lifting her voice. “When Doctor Bedi was killed, I had no one left in my life. A week later and look at all I’ve found. We don’t need Jarren. Let’s all work together.”

The man cocked his head. “We’re not recruiting, but I think we can arrange a way to assist each other.”

All eyes moved to Spencer. He couldn’t see himself teaming up with some black ops group or whatever the hell they were. Then again, he couldn’t see much of anything in his future. He did, however, smell the ashes of his final boat on the beach. There was no retreat. That was okay though. Spencer no longer felt trapped by the circumstance. He felt empowered. Now there was no choice but to conquer the island.

“What’s our next move?” he asked.

Cassie smiled. “We’re gonna make a great team!”
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The End
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