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Moscow, 2138. With the world only beginning to recover from the complete societal collapse of the late 21st Century, Zoya scrapes by prepping corpses for funerals and dreams of saving enough money to have a child. When her brother forces her to bring him a mysterious package, she witnesses his murder and finds herself on the run from ruthless mobsters. Frantically trying to stay alive and save her loved ones, Zoya opens the package and discovers two unusual data cards, one that allows her to fight back against the mafia and another which may hold the key to everlasting life.
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Moscow
Saturday, June 7, 2138
2:47 p.m. MSK
Zoya hummed along to a pre-Dark Times rock tune as she sketched a final line of purple lipstick onto the grossly fat man on the stainless steel slab. She often listened to music while she worked, since it helped take her mind from the peculiar canvas upon which she plied her art. Her preference was for rock from the quaint times when people played their own instruments and wrote their own songs. Lennon and McCartney, Waters and Gilmour, Plant and Page��demigods of a dead age.
She didn�t enjoy working with corpses�the faint smell of decay and the stronger one of embalming fluid, the coldness of the skin�but after three years of working in the morgue, she no longer feared them. Instead she focused on her beloved music and tried to imagine what kind of life each of her customers had led, what dreams they had left unfulfilled.
Fans whirred softly, stirring the chilled air of the room. She stood up to get a better view of the face, and jumped as someone dug fingers into her side from behind.
�Hey, little Sis. Did I scare you?�
Snapping off the music from her slot interface, she whirled and was swept into the arms of her brother.
�Georgy!� She pretended to punch his shoulder. �Won�t you ever grow up?� Despite the tender warmth she always felt around him, there was an icy undercurrent now. He had never visited the morgue before. His jet black hair, usually combed straight back on his head, was mussed, and a day�s worth of stubble scratched her cheeks as he kissed first one and then the other. He was always so meticulous about shaving; something must be wrong. �Why are you here?�
He stepped back, still holding her narrow shoulders. �I need you to do something for me. You know I�d��
�You swore you wouldn�t involve me.�
He nodded. �I wouldn�t ask this if I had anywhere else to turn. You know that.� He reached into a pocket and pulled out a small package, a rectangle of old-fashioned brown paper tied off with twine the way Mother always did it.
�You have lots of friends,� Zoya said. �Don�t do this to me.�
�My friends can�t help me now, Sis. You�re all I have. Take this.�
He thrust the package at her, but she backed away, holding up her hands like a shield. �I won�t ruin my life, even for you. I have plans. Nearly saved up enough for a child. Don�t you dare.�
Georgy set the package on the table next to the corpse. �I�m sorry, but I have no one else I can trust right now. Please, just bring it to me tomorrow, say around ten.� He pulled a small Web cable from a pocket and snapped it into the slot interface hidden in the black hair behind his left ear. �I sure wish you�d let me buy you a wireless upgrade.� He reached out to plug the other end of the cable into Zoya�s slot.
�No!� She shoved his arm back. �I won�t do it.�
Georgy stroked a finger down Zoya�s cheek and smiled. �This little packet is going to save our family. It�s going to get us away from here to someplace better. We�re going to��
�Please don�t lie to me. Lie to your gangster friends all you want, but don�t lie to me.�
Georgy pursed his lips and stared down at the floor for a few moments. Slowly he reached out and placed a finger on the nose of the corpse. �He�s awfully young to have died. What happened to him? He eat himself to death?�
�Have some respect,� Zoya said, slapping his hand away from the body�s nose. �I�m not a coroner. I just prepare them for the funeral. Don�t change the subject on me.�
Gently, Georgy took her shoulders again and pulled her face close. �Look at me. What do you see?�
Zoya stared into his brown eyes. There was a haunted look she had never seen before. �You�re afraid?�
�Terrified. I fucked up so badly this time. You have no idea. I�ve got to disappear for a while. I need time to prepare, and I can�t have this on me. And then things will get better for us. I swear.�
He�d used the moment to slide his hand up close to Zoya�s ear, and now he popped the music card from her slot and slipped the cable end into its place. Reluctantly she enabled the connection in her firewall and saw the location where he wanted her to go. It was in a deserted part of old Moscow, a crumbling wasteland where only the drunk or the dangerous ventured.
�Yugo-Zapadnaya? I can�t��
�Don�t tell anyone where you�re going. I have a safe house there. You�ll be fine, you�ll see. Tomorrow, around ten, okay?� He pulled out the cable and leaned in to kiss her cheek again. �I owe you big time.�
�Georgy,� she moaned, but he had already turned away, walking swiftly toward the morgue exit. It�s what they always do, isn�t it? If there was one thing Zoya had learned in life, it was that men always walked away from their responsibilities.
She sagged against the edge of the table and looked down at the small package. Fear made it difficult to swallow. Fear for Georgy and for herself, though it was tinged with anger that he had forced this upon her. She closed her grip around the package, and her hand brushed the clammy skin of the corpse. An image filled her mind of Georgy laid out on the slab while she rouged his cold cheeks. She shuddered and tucked the package into a pocket of her lab coat.
Phoenix, Arizona
Saturday, June 7, 2138
10:15 p.m. MDT
Marcus sat up in the recliner and rubbed his eyes. �How long was I out?�
The husky voice that sounded almost but not quite like his dead father�s responded from the nearest wall speaker: �Twelve minutes, forty-two seconds. You passed.�
�I did?� Relief coursed through Marcus as he exhaled. Six years of hard studying and now he finally had his degree. He reached back and unplugged the cable from the slot behind his left ear, let it slide back into the wall socket. �You sure, Papa? We�re not supposed to know until tomorrow.�
�You know me,� said the voice that was a bit too monotone to mimic Javier Saenz�s true voice. �A system has to be top-notch to keep me out. I knew you�d pass anyway. I know your mind.�
Marcus pushed the recliner back into place, stood, and stretched his arms with a yawn. His shoulders popped.
�You should take a walk,� said his father. �You could use some exercise.�
�I�m hungry.� He glanced down at his expansive belly and scowled. �And it�s too late for a walk anyway.�
�You just don�t like to go outside,� Javier grumbled. �Fine, eat. Now that you�re through with school, we need to talk.�
Marcus strolled to the tiny kitchenette and sat on the stool. �My usual,� he said to the wall speaker.
�Medium pizza, pepperoni and black olives, ten minutes,� said the soothing female voice of the apartment.
�At least add a salad and an apple or something,� Javier said. �You�ll need the energy.�
�What�s that mean? You have some big plan to celebrate my doctorate?�
�I need you to do something for me. Take a trip.�
�A trip? To where?� Marcus stood and walked to the single window on the far wall. Years ago Phoenix would have been a sea of shining lights this time of night; now the darkness was broken only by the streetlights and a scattering of lit windows. The sky should have blazed with tens of thousands of air cars. Instead he could see only a few dozen. On Bell Road, six stories below, not a soul could be seen.
�Moscow.�
Marcus jerked his hands up from the window ledge. �What the hell? What�s going on?� Sedona was the farthest Marcus had ever gone from Phoenix, and he had rarely even left his apartment in the eight years since finishing high school.
�I found something. Something I�ve been searching for ever since I died.�
Was it Marcus�s imagination or did his father�s flat voice actually have a hint of excitement in it? �Go on.�
�Someone plugged a data card into the Web from an address in Moscow. It�s clearly something that was never meant to touch the Web. Research that must have been going on for decades, at least.�
Marcus smirked and walked back to the stool at the small table. �The cloning thing again?�
The wall speaker emitted a sigh. �You know better than that. Everyone does cloning. This is the digital copying of a full human mind. Like I did, only much different. Better.�
�So? You already exist digitally. How does this change anything?�
�I want��no, I need to be real again. A few years work, with me to help them��
Marcus shook his head. �You won�t convince me. I call you �Papa� because it makes things easier and because you know enough to fake it really well, but you�re just a great simulation, a bunch of computer code.�
�Give me a chance. Please. The worst that can happen is you end up being right and they can�t do it.�
�Moscow�s a scary place. Heck, everywhere�s pretty scary these days. Are we even allowed to travel there?�
�Not normally. I�ve hacked into our Foreign Affairs net and arranged a passport for you on the next suborbital out of Salt Lake City. You�ll be a diplomat.�
�You crazy? You�re gonna get me thrown in prison!�
�The credentials are genuine. No one can touch you.�
�I�m no diplomat. What job am I supposed to be doing there?�
�It�s a special position. No one will question you. I�ll fill you in with everything you need to know.�
A ping from the wall speaker told Marcus his late supper would arrive in a minute.
Marcus shook his head again. �I don�t like it. I should be setting up interviews to get my career started, not getting myself into trouble halfway around the world.�
�What career? You and I both know this country�hell, this whole world�is all but dead. When�s the last time you saw a person on the street out there? You haven�t set foot out of this apartment in months. What is there left for anyone here? I mean, unless you happen to be Mormon, and even they are trying their damnedest to hotfoot it off this planet.�
�If there�s nothing left, then why have you let me waste all these years getting my degree?�
�Learning is never a bad thing.�
�I dunno. What about Mom? I can�t just leave her here.�
�She�ll be fine. I can keep tabs on her here and still be with you in Moscow. Look, please don�t argue with me. I need this. I�m begging you for this one favor.�
The wall pinged again. The polished steel door of the smartwaiter hissed open, and a tray slid out holding a neatly sliced pizza on a white plastic plate and a cup of Pepsi with ice. The aroma of sizzling pepperoni filled the room.
Marcus picked up the plate. �If I do this, and I mean if, when would I go?�
�The suborbital leaves Salt Lake City as soon as you arrive. I�ve arranged for a shuttle to pick you up here at ten forty-five.�
Marcus dropped the hot plate onto the table with a clatter. �You�ve got to be kidding me! I can�t leave��
�Sure you can! Why not? Pack a few things, kiss your mother, and go. There�s nothing to it.�
�Why�s it have to be so fast?�
�Marcus, the longer we wait the colder the trail may get. I have no idea why someone accessed the Web with that card. Something is wrong there. All I have to go on is a location. Please, just get on that shuttle. Don�t worry about your mother.�
Marcus stared at the pizza, no longer hungry. He glanced over at the doorway to the bedroom.
�She�ll be thrilled to hear you graduated,� Javier said.
�Yeah,� Marcus muttered. He got up, walked to the bedroom, and leaned on the door frame. As always, his mother looked like a corpse, lying in bed with the autodrip in her emaciated arm and a catheter in place to remove the tiny amount of waste her pale husk of a body still produced. Marcus moved close and sat on the chair at the head of the bed. He placed a hand lightly on his mother�s hot brow. �What�s she up to now, Papa?�
�With her friends, gossiping away as usual. They�re on a nice beach. She�s going to have a candlelight dinner with me later.�
�If you really think Meshing is killing the world, why don�t you force everyone out like you did me?�
�Marcus, you know how hard it was to get you clean. It only succeeded because of the bond we share, and even then it took me constantly being in your head to keep you from plugging back in. I can�t manage it with the rest of the world.�
�Why not Mom?�
�She��she�s happier where she is. My stroke hit her nearly as hard as it did me. She wants to be where she is. The only regret she has is you.�
�Right. She�d rather be gossiping with her friends than be with me.�
�She knows it�s not fair. Mesh addiction is hard enough to overcome when someone wants to, as you well know. It�s impossible to overcome when one doesn�t care to.�
Marcus rubbed his thumb along the ridge of his mother�s eyebrow. It was ironic that she had succumbed. She had always scoffed at Meshing, never had any interest in it, at least until Father died seven years ago. Then she dove in and never looked back. Could Father be right? If he is, maybe Mom would come back to us.
�All right,� he whispered. �I�ll go.�
�Thank you.�
Marcus leaned in and kissed the papery skin of his mother�s cheek. �Love you, Mom.�
Moscow
Sunday, June 8, 2138
10:07 a.m. MSK
Poplar seeds floated like snowflakes on the summer breeze, as they did each summer in Moscow, a reminder that winter would come again before too long. Zoya loved strolling through the flurries, watching the white drifts pile up along the curbs and in the gutters, her thrill dampened only by having to visit this abandoned part of the city.
She stepped carefully over broken sections of concrete. Trash and glass littered the yellowed grass and weeds that lined the sidewalk. A sound from the building to her right brought her to a halt. A crash of metal followed by a yelp. A wild dog, she thought. Perhaps a pack. Why did I let Georgy get me into this?
Ancient dormitories that had housed university students a century ago now towered forlornly in staggered rows along the decaying street. A twisted sculpture of rusty metal�a fire escape?�lay across the sidewalk, and Zoya was forced into the street to skirt around it. She peered out of the corners of her eyes at each dark doorway or window, imagining drunks or crazies lurking in the shadows, watching, waiting to pounce.
Clutching the small package in her pocket, Zoya wondered again what was so important about it. Too small to be drugs or money.
She checked the number on the side of the nearest building and counted ahead. Only two more. Should be the courtyard entrance, according to the map he�d shown her. She could see it now across the road, though an old ground car, rusted and burned, blocked the way. Zoya nervously hummed Goodbye Blue Sky as she circled around the car.

Georgy blinked sweat out of his eyes and stared at the carpet, noticing for the first time the delicate pink lines of the rose patterns in the thin matting. He knew he was going to die. He wondered how painful they would make it and whether his sister might somehow survive.
�Tell us where it is and we�ll make this quick for you.�
A strong hand grasped Georgy by his hair and twisted his head around until the salami breath of his inquisitor washed over his face. Georgy winced and glared at the man who, until today, he had thought of as a brother. �I don�t know, Tavik. Don�t know where it is. I swear.�
Tavik clasped Georgy�s face gently with both hands and smiled. He bent close and kissed Georgy hard, first on the left cheek and then on the right. The kind expression didn�t extend to his pale blue eyes. �Come now, my friend,� he whispered. �How long have we known each other? What? Four years? What made you think you could get away with this?�
Out of the corner of one eye Georgy took in the rest of the participants in this little charade. Sitting next to him on the worn tan couch was Ilya, barely out of school, a gang member for less than two months, and naive enough to have trusted Georgy. Now I�ve killed him, as sure as if I put a gun to his head and pulled the trigger. Ilya sat ramrod straight, panting and pale. Standing behind the couch nearby was one of the two goons Tavik had brought with him. The other stood a few paces back, holding an old .45 in one hand and looking disinterested, a sim-cig dangling from the corner of his mouth.
Georgy rubbed the kisses from his cheeks with his shoulders. �You�re such a clich�, have I ever told you that?�
�Ha! Thank you!� Tavik said, throwing his arms wide. �Capone, Corleone, Azad the Impaler��my heroes. Why be anything else?�
Georgy met Tavik�s gaze again. �It should�ve been me. Lev should have promoted me, and you know it.�
Tavik raised one eyebrow and slowly stroked his thumbs over Georgy�s cheekbones. �You did this for revenge? Something this stupid because you were passed over?� Tavik dropped his hands and straightened up. �That�s not like you, Georg. You were always smarter than that.�
Georgy turned his head away from Tavik, glancing around the apartment as he did so, searching for any means of escape. The door was not an option�it was too far away and one of the goons had thrown both of the locks. The balcony door stood open, a gauzy white curtain blowing gently in the cool summer breeze. That wouldn�t do either; the apartment was four floors up and the courtyard below was concrete.
�So many places I could have gone; how did you know I�d choose this one?� he said.
Tavik just smirked.
Georgy puffed out his breath. �Let us live and I�ll find it for you.� He knew this would never happen yet felt a strange compulsion to play out the scene, as if he were an actor in a bad movie. He heard the strain in his own voice, and more salty sweat trickled into his eyes.
Tears streaming down his face, Ilya said, �I knew nothing��
The goon behind Ilya smacked the boy hard with an open palm. �Shut up.�
Tavik leaned down onto the back of the couch and draped an arm over Georgy�s shoulder. �You know we can�t let you live. You know that.� Georgy felt Tavik�s head nodding near his ear. Then Tavik grabbed Georgy�s hair again and forced his head up and down, mimicking his nod. �You know that, right?�
Georgy said nothing.
Tavik let go of his hair and squeezed Georgy�s shoulder again. �I can let your family live, though. I can promise you that. You know you can trust me.�
Georgy had known this was coming, but still a blade of panic thrust into his gut. His mother and sister were all he had left in this shitty world. He shook his head. �I�ve seen you make these promises before. You always kill anyway.�
Tavik leapt up and clutched his hands to his heart. �Ah! Ah! You wound me. You know how much I like Zoya. And your mother�she always kisses me and makes me tea with those little sugar cubes. I have no desire to harm them, I swear to you. They�re family.�
Doubt crept into Georgy�s mind, a tremulous thread of hope. Would Tavik truly let them live? He knew Tavik lusted for Zoya. He pursed his lips and shook his head again. It would never happen. Never. Tavik always took care of business.
�No?� Tavik said.
The silence dragged out and Georgy tried to make his mind blank; tried not to think about what was coming.
The goon to Tavik�s right grasped Ilya at the neck and shoved him forward. Georgy looked over just in time to see the other thug step up and put the .45 to the back of Ilya�s head.
Ilya screamed, �No��
Georgy�s right ear rang from the blast of the gunshot. Blood sprayed out across the carpet in front of the couch. He saw gray bits of brain in the mess and had to choke back his vomit. Tears and sweat stung his eyes. �Dammit! Bastards! He only did what I told him.�
He knew no one had heard the shot, not out here in a deserted dormitory in Yugo-Zapadnaya. Despite his wish to protect his sister, an irrational compulsion to tell everything to Tavik consumed his mind.
Tavik chuckled softly. �Who cares about the kid?� Tavik sauntered around the end of the couch and crouched in front of Georgy. He pulled one of the new Glock shard pistols from behind his back, thumbed the safety, and jammed the nose into Georgy�s crotch. �I�m so disappointed in you, my friend.�
Georgy burst into tears. Dying quickly was fine with him, but the thought of Tavik eviscerating his balls was too much. How is it I always thought I was strong? Now he wanted to die. �I can get it,� he blubbered. �I swear! I�ll get it for you. I swear on my mother. Please!�
�You�re going nowhere, Georg!� Tavik shouted. �Tell me where it is right now or I swear��
�My sister!� At that moment, Georgy loathed himself more than he had ever hated anything. �Don�t hurt her, please!�
�Zoya has them?�
Georgy tried not to nod, but found himself doing so anyway. He wept.
Tavik stood. �Okay.�
Georgy rocked himself back and forth, hearing one goon approaching round the end of the couch, but not caring. He just wanted it all to stop. Rough hands jerked him upright and propelled him forward and out the balcony door. Through his tears Georgy saw crumbling concrete, a blur of gray sky.

There was a flash of movement in the corner of Zoya�s left eye, and she heard a hoarse scream. Her nerves jangled; she turned her head just in time to see a body hit the concrete near the building across the street. Her brother�s building. The body twitched several times, and even from this distance she saw a dark puddle begin to spread on the pavement like an oil slick.
Clasping a hand to her mouth to stifle a scream, she looked up to see where the man might have jumped from, but every balcony looked the same. She forced her feet to move again. She didn�t believe anyone could truly help the dead or dying man, but she felt compelled to try. Then she saw the figure�s shirt�
Georgy!
A whimper escaped her throat. She halted and again glanced up at the deserted balconies. He wouldn�t have jumped. Not Georgy. There was no sign of movement. She rushed to Georgy�s side and knelt, carefully avoiding the pooling blood already dotted with poplar seeds.
Georgy�s body was broken every place she looked. With one hand Zoya swiped at her tearing eyes, while with the other she reached out to touch the purple silk of his shirt.
She yelped when a ragged whisper came from his bloody mouth. �Run��little Sis.�
She looked into his ruined face, but his eyes were squeezed shut. She didn�t recognize the croak of her own voice: �Georgy!�
Soft but emphatic his whisper came again: �Run!�
I can�t just abandon him here, can I? She looked up at the dormitory, expecting to see gangsters run through the black doorway with guns in their hands. She steeled herself and looked down at Georgy again.
�Georgy. Activate your distress call. They�ll come get you. You�ll be okay, I promise.� She silently cursed her pride for refusing Georgy�s repeated offers to upgrade her slot to wireless; she could have called the ambulance herself.
A sound from the building�a door banging open?�startled her, but she still saw no one coming. She looked once more at her brother. �I�m sorry, Georgy.� She kissed her fingertips and touched them to Georgy�s lips.
Then she ran.
Moscow
Sunday, June 8, 2138
10:27 a.m. MSK
The wizard Xax peeked out from behind the boulder at the cave entrance. The dark hole was at the back of a small rock-strewn ravine in a wall of crumbling limestone. He glanced over at his three hirelings.
�You�re sure that�s it?� he whispered.
The slender red-haired woman with all the knives nodded and leaned close to him. �It�s as they said it would be. It must be it.�
Xax stared back at the cave mouth. �Doesn�t look so bad.�
There was an odd stench here, something Xax couldn�t place. Little grew other than some patches of brown grass.
No one in the nearby hamlets could say exactly what sort of creature made this its lair. Some said a dragon, which was absurd given how small the entrance was. Others said it was a huge snake, or perhaps some large spiders. The only thing they all agreed on was that no one who had entered the hole had ever returned.
Xax hadn�t come here for whatever beast might inhabit the lair. A priest of Pelius had told him that a member of their sect had carried a knucklebone of St. Cletus into the lair. They wanted it back, and they were willing to pay a lot of gold if he would retrieve it. And I need that gold if I�m ever to find my sister again, he thought.
He caught the eye of the huge baldheaded fellow with the crisscrossing scars on his face and the rusty mace. �What do you say, Surly? Lead the way?�
Surly scowled and grunted, which was about as articulate as the man got. He slid around the edge of the boulder and stalked toward the lair entrance.
The red-haired woman, Telia, readied a pair of throwing knives and followed.
The last of Xax�s companions, a nearly blind old man with a rusty voulge, grinned and said, �Go on, sorcerer. I�ve got your back.�
What good a blind man would do, Xax had no idea, but the sparsely populated nearby villages had offered few henchmen for hire. �With a blade like that and bad eyes, Lovash, I�d much rather have you in front of me.�
Lovash�s grin widened. �Don�t hurt to try.� He hopped up and crept after Telia.
Xax tightened his grip on his staff and peered over the top of the boulder. Telia was lighting a torch, while Surly stood across from her at the entrance, ready to hand her a second torch once she got the first lit. Lovash poked the blade of his voulge into the blackness of the cave entrance, then grinned back at Xax and waved him forward.
Xax breathed deeply three times before scurrying out from behind the boulder. He imagined the dead eyes of a vast scaly snake bursting forth from the darkness to plunge long fangs into his side. He panicked, stumbled, and fell directly into the hole.
Gravel bit into his arms as Xax desperately tried to stop his slide. He couldn�t see in the darkness. He twisted to his side and crashed into hard stone. With a groan, he blindly tried to assess the damage. His hands and arms burned from deep scrapes, and his hip bone was bruised. He had no idea where his staff was.
Then there was light, and scuffing sounds as the three hirelings entered the cave. Xax groaned again and looked up at Surly as the bald man drew near, a flickering torch held high.
�You all right, old man?� said Telia as she crept in next to Surly. �Didn�t realize you were that eager to get inside.�
�You see it?� Xax said, unable to keep the fear from his voice. �Anything moving?�
�Only Lovash,� Telia replied. �I don�t see��oh, hellfire!�
Surly moaned.
�What?� said Xax. �What is it?�
�Pick him up, Surly,� Telia said, her voice shaking. �We�ve gotta get outta here now.�
�I can�t see nothing,� Lovash said. �What do you see?�
Surly stuck the torch in Lovash�s hand and reached down to yank Xax up by the clasp of his cloak.
Xax was too frightened to care about the rough handling. The pillar of stone that had halted his fall was not a stalagmite as he had thought. It was a statue of an armored man, perfect in every detail. He looked past the man and saw that they were in a large cavern. Dozens of such statues filled the room, some holding their hands up in fright, others gripping stone weapons. Xax turned his wide eyes to Telia and saw his own horror reflected in the flickering light in her eyes.
�Surly,� she screamed.
Xax whirled to see the huge bald warrior frozen in place, his eyes blank and his mouth gaping. Like a pebble dropped into a pool of water, a ripple spread from Surly�s eyes, flesh turning to stone with the slightest of crackling sounds.
Telia yelled, �Run!� and scrambled up the gravelly slope toward the light of the entrance.
�What is it?� cried Lovash, dropping the torch and swinging his voulge in a sweep until it clanged against one of the stone statues.
Xax had trouble catching his breath. �Basilisk,� he whispered. He tried crawling after Telia, but was yanked back by Surly�s stone hand, still gripping his cloak.
Lovash dropped the voulge and rushed after Telia.
�Ah, gods!� Xax finally found his voice. �Come back, Lovash. I�m stuck!�
The old man ignored him and vanished into the sunlight pouring through the entrance.
Xax heard Telia�s voice shout something and the sound of running before all was silent save for the crackling of the two abandoned torches lying on the floor. He saw his staff lying near his feet and reached for it, but Surly�s arm held him up.
Xax froze as a slight scraping sound reached his ears. Scales slithering over stone?
He redoubled his efforts to reach his staff, but his fingers came up inches short. Blood pattered onto the stone floor from the scrapes on his hands. He grasped for the clasp, but it was buried in Surly�s stone fist. In desperation he thrust himself up and let himself fall, hoping his cloak would tear.
A hissing sound came from somewhere just behind, much too close. Xax wedged a foot up against Surly and pushed with all his strength, but the cloak didn�t give.
A tiny flashing light appeared in the upper left corner of his vision. The torchlight stopped flickering as the scene froze. Tyoma accessed the game interface and switched it off. He opened his eyes, seated on his favorite sofa in the living room of his apartment. Vera sat beside him, naked but for a pair of black stockings.
�Aaah,� Tyoma said. �What is it?�
�Urgent call from a Dr.�Vladimir Glek.�
�Volodya?� Tyoma said. The anthropologist had never called him at home before. �What does he want?�
�He won�t say. He wishes to speak with you. Says it�s urgent. I told him you didn�t want to be disturbed, but he insisted.�
Tyoma scowled. He hated being interrupted mid-game, and Volodya was the last person he wished to hear from. �It better be urgent. Put him through the proxy.�
There was a beep as the wireless interface in his slot registered a handshake with the incoming connection.
�Tyoma, you there?� Tyoma�s mind supplied Volodya with a bland male voice.
�I�m here. Why are you dis��
�Come in. Now! Everyone else is already on the way. Your�companion didn�t want to listen to me.�
�What�s going on?�
�I�m not telling you over an unsecured connection. Just trust me that it�s important enough to take you away from your doxy.�
�I�d tell you to mind your manners, but we both know that�ll never happen. I�ll be there in half an hour.� Tyoma severed the connection before Volodya could reply.
�I must go to work, Vera.� He glanced at his clothes to see if they were still decent enough for the office.
Vera turned on her most smoldering blue-eyed gaze and bit her lip. �Do you have time for��
�No, no,� said Tyoma, waving one hand in the air. �No time for that. You�re dismissed.�
Vera vanished.
Tyoma rubbed his stubbly cheek and considered whether he needed to shave. If it�s so important, who cares how I look?
Volodya�s insinuation that he was a dirty old man rankled. So what if I�m nearing seventy? It�s not like Vera is real.
�Weather?� Tyoma asked the apartment.
�Cool and windy, sixteen degrees,� replied a brisk male voice.
Tyoma grabbed a light solar jacket from the rack near the door and said, �Door.� The door hissed to one side and he stepped out into the hallway. �Lock door,� he said, turning toward the elevator.
Moscow
Sunday, June 8, 2138
10:30 a.m. MSK
A stitch ate at Zoya�s side and she pulled up panting. She had reached Prospekt Vernadskovo and left the decaying student dormitories behind. A handful of people shopped at the kiosks flanking the old metro entrance. A small girl playing a battered violin stood near one kiosk, an open case at her feet.
Zoya looked back but saw no sign of pursuers. Stupid, she thought. Should have hidden there and seen who came out. Then you�d know who murdered Georgy.
She massaged the ache in her side while considering what to do next. Her hand found the package in her pocket, and she pulled it out. It was rectangular, smaller than a playing card. She thought about opening it to see what could be so important, but then a terrifying thought struck her. If they�re looking for me, they�ll start at home. Mama!
She whirled about to look for an air taxi. One was just hissing by fifty meters overhead. She waved at a second one, but it was going too fast. Again she wished for wireless so she could ping the bastards. Two more taxis whipped by before one finally slowed and hovered in the street nearby.
It was a gypsy cab, so there was no meter. No autodriver either. She negotiated the price down to merely criminal and hopped into the back. The screen on the seat showed the agreed price, so she pressed her thumb to the rectangle until there was a beep. The scruffy driver smirked into the rearview mirror and took off.
Zoya reached for the Web connection but saw only a broken wire.
�Where�s the cord?�
�Broken.�
�I need to call home.�
The driver shrugged.
A decade ago she�d have been able to use a handset to call home, but the cash-strapped government had sold the bandwidth off to Goom-Zon, and now prices were unaffordable on her salary from the morgue. She guessed how long it would take to reach her place near the Kolomenskoe refugee park. Ten minutes, perhaps.
�Could you go a little faster?�
�Cops harassing us. Too expensive to pay fines.�
She rocked in the seat, staring out the window as the buildings grew newer and taller. They were approaching the ancient first ring road and the familiar hurricane shape of the central city, with its funnel cloud of vast skyscrapers broken in the center where the Kremlin stood.
Zoya pulled out the package again, untied the string, and folded out the wrapping paper, revealing two black chips. One looked like the standard slot data card, but the other was slightly longer. If inserted it would jut out from her head. The markings on the chips told her little: the long one had a tiny label with �AVK 6-6-2138� printed on it, while the small chip had a similar label marked with �K3 - v2.6�.
Georgy had always run drugs, weapons, women, or cash. Zoya had never known his gang to deal in data cards. She considered trying the small chip, but the thought made her nervous, so she slipped the cards back in her pocket.
The cab dropped from the main taxi lane and slowed as the refugee camp in what used to be Kolomenskoe Park came into view. Even at mid-morning the mess of nailed-together boards, shipping containers, canvas, and tiny pre-fab hovels teemed with people.
The taxi plowed to a halt above the cracked concrete parking lot of her apartment building. She stuck her thumb back on the screen to confirm receipt of service, waited for the beep, and shoved her way out of the cab.
She hurried toward the entrance to her apartment block but pulled up short, her heart suddenly thudding in her chest. Two sky cycles and an old green solar car were parked near the entrance. She�d seen the car many times; it belonged to Georgy�s creepy friend Tavik.
She couldn�t stop a whimpered cry from escaping her mouth: �Mama.�
Her first urge was to run upstairs and try to trade the chips for her mother. She remembered all the times Georgy had bragged about Tavik�s ruthlessness. �He leaves no one alive, ever,� he was always fond of saying. Zoya shuddered and tried to calm her spiraling thoughts. She needed to be able to think clearly. Call her!
She took off running toward the entrance, ignoring the stitch as it struck again at her side. She skidded to a halt at the door long enough to punch in the security code. When the door clicked, she flung it open and ran past the broken elevator toward the stairs. Her apartment was on the tenth floor, but she stopped on the fourth and ran down the hallway to Baba Sima�s door. She pushed the buzzer and began rapping hard on the steel door.
�Baba! Open up, it�s Zoya!�
There was a muffled reply and she heard the bolt click back on the door. She pushed it open and flung her arms around the tiny old lady on the other side. Though Zoya called her �Baba�, Sima wasn�t truly her grandmother, but she�d been a close friend of Zoya�s mother for more than forty years.
�What��
�Sorry to burst in like this,� Zoya said. �Mama�s in trouble. I must call her.�
�What trouble? Let me call for help.� Sima tugged at the sleeve of Zoya�s solar coat.
�No, I�ll explain later. Please, just let me call her.�
Zoya didn�t wait for a response. She scurried into the small living room and plopped onto the couch. She pulled the Web cable out of the socket and inserted it into her slot.
It took less than a second to establish a link. She sent a handshake request to her apartment address. The line beeped three times before her mother�s voice answered.
�Zoya? When are you��
�Mama, please listen to me. Is Tavik there?�
�We�re having tea. He and his��
�Mama, please. Don�t let him know anything�s wrong, but you need to get out of there somehow. Can you do that?�
�Tell me what�s��
�Shhhhhh! He�ll hear you if you panic. He�ll��
She heard Tavik�s voice in the background and realized that her mother had answered on the old hand receiver in the kitchen instead of the Web line in the living room.
�Is that little Zoya? Tell her to come join us for tea!�
Her mind raced. �Tell him you need to come pick me up. Go to a police station. You can call Marina to come get you.�
Her mother whispered, �You�re scaring me. Please tell me what�s happening.�
Zoya put a hand to her mouth to stifle a sob. �He�ll kill you, Mama. Do what I told you, please.�
There was a strange sound from the other end of the line, a shrill cry.
�Hey, Zoya!� It was Tavik. �We need to talk. Come on home. Your wonderful mother will make pelmeni for us.�
�Tavik, I need Mama to come pick me up. Sorry. We can have supper later, after��after Georgy gets home. Let her come get me.�
�Uh, no, I think not. You have a package that belongs to me. Bring it to me and everything will be fine.�
�Let Mama come get me and��
�You think I don�t know where you are? I put a trace on your line. My guys should�� There was a loud pounding on Baba Sima�s door. ��be there any moment. Now hand it over to them or��
Zoya yanked the cord from her slot. �Baba, no! Don�t open it!�
A rough voice yelled from the hall: �Open up, bitch, if you wanna see your mama alive again. You make us come in there��
Zoya ran to the living room window and was relieved to see that the fire escape appeared intact. She waved a hand at Sima.
�Hurry, Baba! We�ve got to go.�
�Go? I don�t want to��
�They�ll kill you, too.� Zoya wrenched open the lock on the window and slid it open as far as it would go. The pounding on the door became more insistent. She thrust one leg through the window, twisted her body through, and dropped onto the rusty platform. She poked her head back through the window.
�Come on!� She waved her hands frantically.
Sima shook her head, her eyes wide. �No, I�m not going.�
The banging on the hall door stopped. Zoya shook her head. �Sorry, Baba. I love you. Call the police!� She turned to the narrow steps descending the side of the escape. The hand rail was so rusty it looked like it might collapse if she touched it. She prayed that the steps would hold and started down. The entire fire escape shuddered and shrieked as she went.
She kept expecting to see Tavik�s men race around the corner of the building below to intercept her. She saw that the window to the second floor apartment was partly open and lunged at it. She pushed it up, climbed through onto thick carpeting, and slammed the window shut.
�Hey, what the hell?�
Zoya turned to see a blue-haired old woman in a thin yellow robe standing in the doorway to the kitchen, a mug of something in one hand.
�I�m so sorry,� she said, holding up her hands. �I just��I�ll be going now.� She ran toward the hall door.
�What the hell!� the woman shouted again, angrier this time.
�Sorry!� Zoya slid the bolt and thrust open the door. The hallway was empty. She shut the door and looked both ways, trying to decide her next move. They�ll be waiting no matter which way I go. She tried to remember where she was. Second floor. Don�t know anyone on this floor. Then it hit her. The pig who�s always inviting me to have a drink with him. She�d seen him leering out his window at her many times; his apartment must be the first one off the stairs. Zoya took off running and slid to a halt at the right door. She palmed the buzzer. Be home, Pig. Please be there.
He opened the door. The stench of stale vodka and salami washed over her. The man�s eyes widened when he saw her.
�Please, sir, can you help me? I�m being chased.�
His eyes narrowed. �Chased? Who�s chasing you? Cops?�
�No, uh��my brother�s friends.�
�Come on in,� said Pig, grinning. �Make yourself��
�Thanks!� She pushed by him. �Close the door. Hurry.�
The trash scattered about the living room stunned her. Most of it looked like food containers and empty bottles of vodka. She stepped carefully past a half dozen bottles and plopped onto a wooden stool. A soccer match, sound barely audible, was showing on the wall opposite a stained gray couch.
Pig picked up a half-empty vodka bottle from a stand. He turned to her and waved the bottle. �Drink?�
She shook her head, trying hard to hide her disgust.
The man plopped onto the couch and glared at the game. He scratched at his thinning, greasy hair and looked at her.
�You needn�t sit so far away, you know. Couch is more comfortable.�
�I�m fine here. Look, do you know some way I could get out of here?�
Pig took a swig of vodka, belched. �You just got here. They won�t find you. Relax. Come here.�
Zoya wondered if she hadn�t escaped one problem only to find another. �I��I have to get out of the building. They�ll start searching apartments.�
�What you do to these guys, they want you so bad?�
She shook her head again. �I don�t know. They��they killed my brother.�
�Whoa!� he said, leaping up from the couch. �These guys are serious, hey? I don�t need that kind of trouble.�
Zoya jumped up, too, afraid the man was going to attack her. She held up her hands. �Please. I just need to escape. Maybe you have some friends?�
Pig took a step toward her, a petulant look on his unshaven face. �No,� he said. �No, you go on, get out of here.�
She circled away from him. �Please. They�ll kill me.�
�Don�t give a fuck,� he said and lurched at her.
She leapt back, tripped over some trash, and landed painfully on a bottle. Pig was coming for her. She winced and snatched up the bottle, hiding it behind her back as she stood. He cornered her near the door. As he reached for her, Zoya whacked him on the head as hard as she could. He grunted and collapsed to the floor.
She stuffed a fist to her mouth, stifling a scream. He didn�t move. She dropped the bottle and ran to the window, peered carefully around the screen to look out at the parking lot. A short man in a long black leather jacket stood near one of the sky cycles. From the look on his face, Zoya could tell he was communicating wirelessly with someone.
�Ah, God,� she murmured. There was no way to get by this guy unnoticed. She thought about Mama and felt helpless. Tavik probably hadn�t killed her yet, hoping to use her as leverage. Red and blue lights flashed in the window, and a police car settled slowly down near Tavik�s man.
Zoya held her breath and watched as two black uniformed cops climbed out of the vehicle. Both cops shook hands with the short man in the leather jacket, and one clapped him on the back. She blew out her breath in dismay. She couldn�t hear what was being said, but Shorty kept pointing at the apartment block.
There was a loud groan behind her. She spun and saw Pig pulling himself to his knees. She snatched another bottle as she hurried over to Pig, who was moaning and probing the wound on his head with one hand. Aiming carefully to avoid breaking his fingers, she bashed him with the bottle. This time the bottle shattered.
�Christ!� she cried. The last thing she wanted was for him to bleed to death. She spotted some rags near the arm of the couch, grabbed them, and pressed them into the gash in the unconscious man�s forehead.
She felt like weeping. Her mind raced, yet she couldn�t think of anything to do. She expected to hear pounding on the door at any moment. She lifted the rags and saw that the wound on Pig�s head wasn�t as bad as it first looked. He wouldn�t die. She returned to the window.
Three young boys stood watching the flashing lights of the police vehicle, but none of the three men were in view. Zoya grabbed for the window latch. It wouldn�t budge. She pulled harder but it still wouldn�t give. She cried out and whirled around, searching the room. Her gaze landed on the wooden stool. She grabbed it and ran back to the window, knowing the men would be there again. No, just the three boys. She hefted the stool and smashed it through the window. Ignoring the shouts of the boys, she raked the stool along the bottom edge of the window to remove the remaining shards of glass, then climbed up on the window ledge and peered down at the yellowed grass below. The drop looked awfully long, but Zoya told herself this might be her only chance. She closed her eyes and let herself drop.
Moscow
Sunday, June 8, 2138
11:28 a.m. MSK
For security purposes, the autopilot of Tyoma�s Sun Lada 6 had been programmed to fly different routes for each trip to the dacha that housed the secret military R&D teams. This time the air car skimmed above the birch forest in a long semicircle to approach the base from the rear. The car slowed and began to descend just as Tyoma saw a string of lights marking the perimeter of the compound. He counted twelve cars in the lot.
He wondered again what could possibly cause everybody to come in like this on a Sunday. Did the general figure out we are holding back on him? The thought chilled him. This research had become their whole lives. They had spent more than four decades on it. What could he do if their funding was cut off? He supposed it wouldn�t matter if they all ended up in a gulag somewhere in Siberia.
�Door!� he cried, before the car had even settled into its spot. It slid up and Tyoma leapt out, tripped, and fell into the dirt. He cursed and muttered, �Slow down; you�re not sixty anymore.�
A scrape on his palm reminded him of his disrupted game, and he scowled and brushed dirt from the seat of his pants. At least the guards weren�t here to see you fall, he thought, as he approached the entrance door. He put his unwounded hand onto the plate and held his eye to the iris scanner. The door hissed open.
Tyoma hung his jacket on a peg and brushed more dirt from his clothes before heading for the labs. Arguing voices cut off instantly as he opened the door.
�The great sorcerer Xax graces us with his presence!� There was a good-natured grin on Konstantin Sakaev�s face.
Volodya�s sour look told Tyoma that not everyone shared his best friend�s joke. �You might try programming your apartment to allow calls from work through. Everyone else��
�He�s here now, Volodya. Settle down.� Dmitri Aseev was nominally the leader of the group since he outranked the others, but he rarely asserted his authority. He was a stooped man of nearly eighty. Everyone called him Big Dima, not because he was big, which he wasn�t, but because the other Dmitri was so little.
Kostya patted the empty seat next to him, and Tyoma joined his colleagues at the conference table. He scanned the faces, searching for a clue to what this was all about. Other than Volodya�s scowl, mainly what he saw was curiosity.
�What�s going on?� he said in English, since three of their members didn�t speak good Russian.
Kostya nudged him with an elbow. �That�s what we�ve been asking Volodya ever since we got here, but he insisted on keeping us in suspense until everyone arrived.�
Volodya stood and held up his hands. �All right, let�s get this over with. We�ve been robbed.�
The room erupted as everyone began speaking over each other. Volodya flapped his arms until there was silence.
�I came in a couple of hours ago because I had an idea and wanted to work on it. The light was on in the storage room. I couldn�t see anything wrong, so I called up the security records.� Volodya raised his eyes to the ceiling. �Computer, show us what I looked at earlier.�
The blank wall on one side of the conference table flickered and a video feed appeared, showing the inside of the storage room. The door slid open and a security guard entered. He walked around the small room tugging on drawers and cabinets, but they were all locked. He halted near one cabinet and picked up something lying on top. The man had his back to the camera at this point.
�That�s enough, computer,� Volodya said. He held up a hand to forestall any questions. �I checked the storage room. Someone left a stack of chips out on Friday. The computer says the last one in the room was Sasha. How many times have we told you to put the chips away, Sasha?�
Everyone looked at the big engineer sitting at the far end of the table. Sasha Panov was a huge man with a bushy silver mustache. He shrugged and grinned. �I knew we�d just be getting them out again Monday morning.�
�Do you know what your laziness might have cost us?� Volodya said.
Sasha shrugged and looked away.
�What was taken?� asked Anders Thomsen, the Danish molecular engineer, who at fifty-two was the baby of the group. They had added him to the team when he was seventeen due to his prodigious talent.
�The guard didn�t take them all. There were four chips left,� Volodya said. �Three combat and one recording. How many chips did you leave there, Sasha?�
Sasha shrugged again. �I dunno. Maybe a half dozen. I�m not sure.�
�Great,� Volodya said. �You didn�t log them, so we don�t even know what we lost.�
Tyoma hated how Volodya always tried to boss everyone around. �Calm down. Everyone must remember what we were working on Friday evening. We should be able to figure it out. What about the other security cameras?�
Volodya glared at Tyoma for a few moments before responding. �The guard clearly planned to rob us. He knew enough to disable security, but he didn�t know that we had the storage room on its own system. That feed was all we had, and about the only thing more it tells us is that he did it Friday night, just after eleven.�
Big Dima stood. �Okay. We�ll figure out what�s missing soon enough. If it�s just recordings then we should be fine. The only worry is if it�s military chips he took.�
�No kidding,� said Dagur Stefansson, the Icelandic geneticist. �If those fall into the wrong hands, we�re done.�
�What about the guard?� asked Little Dima, the tissue engineer.
�Can�t find him,� said Volodya. �He�s not responding. I called his supervisor and told him to track the man down.�
Arguments broke out around the table. Tyoma turned to his friend Kostya. �He may not be worried about recordings, but I am. You did an update recording of me on Friday. I don�t like the idea of someone having a copy of me out there.�
Kostya was fiddling with a lighter, clearly craving a cigarette; he�d had to give them up ages ago when real tobacco became rarer than gold. �What could they do with it? If they slot it, they�ll most likely kill themselves. The worst that can happen is they go insane, right?�
�We don�t know for sure,� Tyoma said. �That�s the problem. We can�t test it on a human yet, so we have only our theories and the chimp tests to go on. There was only that one successful test, and there was something wrong with that chimp��mental problems. Don�t tell me you�d be comfortable having one of your recordings out there.�
Kostya shook his head. �I don�t believe it can hurt us. It�s the military chips that worry me. It doesn�t matter who took them. Once someone tries one of those, the general will learn about it eventually. We�ve got to get those cards back.�
It was hard to think straight with all the noise in the room. Tyoma tried to imagine what would happen if the general found out they had completed the project years ago, but had been lying about it ever since in order to keep the funding going for their side project. �Kostya, why don�t we just take what we have and leave? We�re so close now. We could��
�How? It takes billions for the equipment alone. The cr�ches are far too big to take with us. There�s no starting over.�
Tyoma sank his head into his hands. �What do we do? We�re all old men. We�re not fit to go after this guard, even if we use the chips. And can we even trust the other guards?�
Kostya sighed. �I don�t know. But what choice do we have?�
�Quiet, please!� said Big Dima, raising his hands. Tyoma had noticed him seeming lost in thought for the past few minutes. �I just got a call from General Andreykin. He�ll be here shortly.�
Everyone began talking at once again, but Volodya�s voice cut through the noise. �Of course he was bound to hear what happened. We could turn this in our favor, perhaps.� He turned to Tyoma. �Did you ever complete that code?�
Tyoma nodded. �I�ve been adding new features at times, but it�s essentially been ready for over a month. It all depends on getting him to bite.�
Volodya grinned like a wolf, and for once Tyoma didn�t feel it was aimed at him. �I think we should let the general meet with Tyoma alone. The rest of us can figure out which cards are missing and come up with a plan for what to do next.�
Kostya clapped a hand to Tyoma�s shoulder and smiled. �I hope this works. Use a spell if you must, my good wizard!�
�I need you to join me next time,� Tyoma said, referring to their favorite sim. �I just got my ass kicked in a basilisk lair, and the AI henchmen can�t make up for your absence.�
Kostya looked rueful. �Sorry, I�ve been helping my son with something. Maybe next week.�
Tyoma thought he saw a hint of embarrassment in his friend�s face. �Vasiliy? Isn�t he close to completing his PhD?� he asked, referring to Kostya�s grandson, who had been studying neurology in order to follow in Kostya�s footsteps.
Kostya scratched his eyebrow and looked at the floor. �I thought so,� he whispered, then met Tyoma�s gaze. �He�s fallen into Meshing. I don�t even know for how long, but he�s even bought one of those damned bed�s that feeds and cleans him so he doesn�t need to snap out of it.�
Tyoma placed a hand on Kostya�s shoulder and squeezed gently. �I�m so sorry, my friend. If I can help in any way��
Kostya nodded and dropped his eyes back to the floor.
Salt Lake City, Utah
Sunday, June 8, 2138
12:19 a.m. MDT
Marcus had tossed fitfully on the faux-leather seat during the shuttle ride from Phoenix, wireless disconnected to give him some peace from his father, but he could not sleep despite his exhaustion. He was the only passenger. It must have cost his father a ton of money to book the sleek air bus. Not that it mattered given the fortune Javier had made a quarter century ago, when he had perfected the code that finally beat the plague of viruses that had all but paralyzed the Web.
The autobus announced its arrival at the international departures terminal in Salt Lake City. As the shuttle coasted to a stop, Marcus groaned and sat up to look out the window. A row of streetlights along the edge of the parking lot provided enough light to see a thick border of ash trees. A faint glow limned their tops, the only sign of the huge capital city beyond.
Marcus rubbed his eyes, yawned, and turned on his wireless.
�About time!� Javier said. �You cut me off before I had a chance��
�I wasn�t in the mood,� Marcus said. �I needed some time to myself.�
�Okay, I understand. But we need some time for planning before you land in Moscow.�
�I turned you on again, didn�t I?� Marcus scowled, stood, and swung his father�s battered traveling case off of the overhead shelf.
�I ordered a chip for you. You can pick it up at the check-in desk.�
�Chip?� Marcus said. �What do I need a chip for? The Web has��
�I�d have to filter everything to you. The interface is smoother, which is what you need for translations.�
�Russian?�
�Da.�
Marcus stepped off the shuttle and handed the bag off to the roboattendant standing to the right of the door.
�Mr.�Saenz, the suborbital will depart as soon as you are ready.� The robot had a soothing female voice. �Please follow me to the departure lounge.�
The stumpy machine whirled around and rolled across the concrete sidewalk toward the brightly lit entrance.
�No people. Tell me you didn�t arrange this just for me. The shuttle was one thing, but this must have cost millions.�
�I needed to get you there as quickly as possible. Money isn�t a problem.�
�Using your own, or are you skimming from other people?�
�If I ever get to the point where I need to procure more money, I can get as much as I need without hurting anybody who doesn�t deserve it.�
�I see dying doesn�t bring higher morals with it.�
Javier chuckled. �I don�t see anything immoral about taking from bad people.�
Marcus realized it was the exhaustion making him feel argumentative, so he concentrated his sleep-blurred eyes on the stainless steel counter where the robot deposited his bag. A blue flashing light indicated where he should place his palm. As he waited for the system to check him in, Marcus looked around the small lounge. It was devoid of any sign of life other than a few potted cacti.
�Your order, Mr.�Saenz.�
Marcus turned back to the counter and saw a card sitting in a sliding tray. He snatched it up and looked at the tiny lettering on one side�Russia: Language, history, laws, culture. He used the edge of the chip to scratch an itch on the back of his neck before sliding it home in his slot interface.
�Check-in complete. Mr.�Saenz, you may proceed to the ship out the door to your right. Thank you for flying Amazon Air.�
The robot whisked the bag away and headed for the tarmac. Marcus followed at a leisurely pace. As he stepped into the cool darkness outside, he saw two floodlights illuminating a tall rocket half a kilometer away. A queasy feeling gripped his stomach as he thought of blasting off in that tin can and speeding halfway around the globe in less than two hours. He�d never ridden in a rocket, but he had viewed enough launches on the Web�and even simulated one once�to know that he wouldn�t enjoy this experience.
He looked at the small car waiting to take him to the rocket and decided to walk instead. Maybe the cool air will settle my stomach.
�Come to the capital for the first time and I don�t even get to see it,� he muttered to his father.
�You can see it on the way home.�
Marcus scowled. �If I get to come home.�
�How did I ever raise such a pessimist?�
�By being smarter and more famous than I could ever hope to be, and then dying just as I was beginning to think I could live with that.�
�Son, I�m sorry I left you. I really never meant to. Look at you. You haven�t set foot outside in ages. Stop a moment and look at the stars.�
�How do you know what I see?�
�You have any idea how many cameras there are in this city? I can extrapolate a lot from the views I get. I can�t get a good look at the sky, but I can tell the stars are out.�
Marcus stopped and examined the sky. It really was beautiful. Other than the slight glow of the city to the north, the sky was clear, aglow with millions of diamond pinpricks.
�You see the big one?�
�Can�t miss it.� A point of light bigger than any of the stars glowed at the very apex of the night sky. �The Plymouth?�
�Yep. They put it in orbit directly above the city so they could always see their future.�
Marcus had seen the generation ships a few times, sometimes from the window of his apartment and others using the Web. A dozen years ago, the Chinese had started the first one after the Hubble-Yi VII telescope had given a 97.8% certainty that a planet twenty-three light-years from Earth was habitable. The President of America West, Mormon trillionaire Trev Johnson, was the primary stakeholder of the second. Though construction began less than eight years ago, it was rumored that it might be ready to go before the Chinese ship. Marcus shuddered at the very thought of spending a lifetime trapped on a ship in the vague hope that one�s descendants might find a literal New World on the other end. And even if one ship did manage to colonize New Eden, as the Mormons were calling the planet, what would happen if the Chinese ship also survived the trip?
�Amazing how something so pretty can also be frightening,� Marcus said, and began walking toward the rocket again.
�Frightening? I�m excited to see the new world. I hope it will be suitable for humans.�
�You going to sneak aboard somehow?�
�I keep trying. They don�t leave connections open long enough for me to get all my data through, so I�ve taken to slipping myself through in modules.�
�Whatever makes you happy, as long as you don�t try to take me along with you.�
�You�re not Mormon, Marcus.�
�I�m not a diplomat either, Papa.�
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Zoya rolled when she hit the ground, but her right elbow hit too hard, sending pain lancing through her arm. The exercise sims she used nearly every day kept her in pretty decent shape, but she wasn�t prepared for something like this. Adrenaline pounded in her head as she regained her feet and took off running toward the parking lot exit. She cradled her elbow with her left hand, hoping it wasn�t badly injured.
She heard a shout, and over her shoulder she saw one of the cops run out of the entrance door of her apartment block. Zoya fixed her eyes on the old Prospekt Andropova ahead and ran as fast as she could. Hardly anyone used ground cars anymore, so she easily avoided the few big supply haulers and buses as she crossed the street. When she reached the other side, she risked a look back again. The cop was chasing her, though he was slower than she was, but she saw the other cop and the short mobster jumping into their vehicles behind him. Damn! You won�t have much time now. Which way?
To the right was the refugee camp at Kolomenskoe, and left was the old metro station. The metro offered the best chance to get away from the vehicles, so she ran that way.
She focused on the entrance to the metro, steadfastly refusing to look back over her shoulder as she ran. There was a tingling in her spine, and she imagined one of the sky cycles or the police cruiser swooping by to cut her off at any moment.
A whimper escaped her lips as she slowed and slammed her hands into the hard plastic of the first swinging door. She had been into the station a few times as a young girl, invited by a girl her own age, whom she�d met while playing in the courtyard of her apartment building. The Trogs were a suspicious lot and guarded their underworld fiercely from outsiders. The first time she had entered the dimness of the metro entrance, Zoya�s friend was questioned by two elderly male guards before they consented to let Zoya proceed down the unmoving escalators into the station.
Now Zoya fully expected to be stopped by Trog guards, and she welcomed the thought. Whatever they might think of her, they would think far worse about allowing the mobsters or cops to invade their sanctuary. She was surprised to find no guards, only three ragged drunks huddled together against the near wall.
Zoya whipped around just in time to see a sky cycle skim to a halt a few meters away. She cried out and ran for the nearest escalator. Her instincts saved her at the last moment, sensing the utter darkness where the silvery steps should be. Her feet teetered on the brink, and she desperately grabbed the rubber rails to avoid plunging into the chasm. She had read about ancient escalators collapsing, often plunging dozens of Trogs to their death. Her injured elbow protested as she yanked herself back from the abyss. Zoya spun to the next lane and found the stairs still there. She raced as fast as she dared down into the darkness, the only light coming from lamps on the platform far below.
An elderly woman in a threadbare shawl was climbing slowly up the stairs, leaning heavily on the rail and breathing hard. She didn�t look up as Zoya tore by her.
�Zoya!� came a shout from above, echoing from the curved ceiling. �Give us the package and your mother lives!�
Zoya slowed her frantic plunge and tried to think. Could she deal with these criminals? Was Georgy being honest when he spoke about Tavik�s ruthlessness, or was it one of his typical exaggerations?
She halted and looked back up to see a shadowy figure standing at the top of the escalator. Gripping the rail as if to draw strength from it, she took one step back up and shouted, �Send my mama down to me and I�ll give them to you.�
�Done!�
Really? Just like that? It took a few moments to process what the man had said.
�Stay right there. We�ll bring her to you. A few minutes.�
Hope welled up in Zoya�s chest, but she fought it down. Maybe this is a trick to let them catch me easier. She rubbed her elbow and thought about continuing down the steps, but an image of her mother formed in her mind and she couldn�t move. She had to find out if the offer was real.
The old woman she had passed a few seconds ago had turned about, apparently frightened by the shouting man above. She drew close to Zoya and wagged a finger in her face. �You don�t belong here. You bring trouble to us.� The woman continued her painful descent without waiting for a response.
Zoya watched the top of the escalator, where the figure still stood, probably communicating wirelessly with Tavik. It felt like it was taking too long. Another figure joined the first, and Zoya caught a glint of light off metal in the man�s hand. A gun? She whirled around and started taking the steps two at a time, not caring about the dangers of a misstep in darkness.
�Stop! We�re bringing her right now!�
Zoya had expected to hear the blast of gunfire. When it didn�t come, she halted again. She could barely make out the figures at the top. �Send her down!�
�We will, but you must send the package up.�
�You�ll grab me if I come up.�
�We don�t need you or your mother. We just want our stuff. Have that old lady bring the package up to us.�
�Only if you send my mama down.�
�Same time. Send it up and we�ll send her down at the same time.�
Zoya turned and looked at the old woman, still trundling slowly down the steps. �Grandmother,� she said. �Will you please help me?�
The woman�s eyes glittered as she turned them on Zoya. �Go away. You bring trouble on our heads.�
�Please!� Zoya stretched a hand out toward the woman. �They have my mother. They�ll release her if you just take this package up to them.� She reached into her pocket to get the cards. Her hand found one, kept searching the pocket��nothing. Paralysis gripped her throat. One of them is gone! She tried to recall whether she had other chips in her pockets. She nearly always carried one on old Russian literature. Could she substitute it for the missing chip?
�Leave me be,� said the old woman, turning back to her descent.
�Zoya!� It was Tavik�s voice this time. �Your mother is here. She�s afraid and wants to come down to you. Please, stop playing games.�
A creaking sound to her left made Zoya turn, but the two remaining escalators were empty. Then she saw a slight movement and heard the creaking again. They�re trying to get around me!
�Here! You!� she cried to whomever was sneaking down the far escalator. �Take the package. Send my mother down to me.� She held out a hand holding the remaining card.
The short mobster in the black leather coat popped up from his hiding place and glared at her.
�It�s right here,� Zoya said, waving her fist. �Send me my mother and you can have it.�
Shorty smiled, showing gold-capped teeth, then turned and ran down the steps.
Zoya cried out and plunged downwards. The man had a head start and she despaired of overtaking him. As Zoya passed the old woman again, the man yelped as he missed a step and grabbed the rubber rail to avoid falling. Shouts came from above, but Zoya ignored them, instead focusing on the nearest lamp on the platform below. She had passed Shorty before he regained his footing, but the steps were treacherous in the dark and she dared not run too fast.
Her mother, would they kill her now? She pushed the thought away and concentrated on the lamplight. As she drew close to the bottom of the long escalator, she could see more details of the platform. Two rows of thin square columns ran off into the darkness, with a wide lane between them. It was hard to pick out details in the dark, but every meter of free space seemed to be occupied by bedding, belongings, and people.
�Help!� Zoya cried, as she slowed over the final few steps to avoid slamming into the huddle of figures at the bottom. �Help me, please!�
The figures leapt to their feet as Zoya slid to a stop and pointed toward the far escalator. �Over there! He�s chasing me!�
The people she could see were women, except for one ancient-looking man in a worn fur hat. The closest woman shoved Zoya�s shoulder and said, �You�re not one of us. Go away.�
Zoya looked back to see Shorty halted a few meters up on his escalator. Though she couldn�t see his face, she could sense his nervousness. Everyone knew the stories of what Trogs could do to outsiders who invaded their lairs.
�Send the girl up and we�ll leave,� Shorty said.
�You�ll be leaving now anyway,� said another of the women. �Go on now.�
Shorty reached into his coat, and Zoya cried, �He�s got a gun.�
The old man in the fur hat lifted an ancient shotgun and pointed it at Shorty. All about came clicking sounds as other Trogs cocked weapons. The woman who had shoved Zoya stepped forward and pointed at Shorty. �You�re not gonna want to draw that gun. You�re gonna want to turn around and leave now.�
Shorty hesitated before dropping his hand from his coat. He backed up a few steps before halting again. �Your mother�s already dead, girl. You don�t give over that package and we�re gonna hunt down everyone you know. You hear me?�
Zoya was too stunned to respond, and by the time she realized this might be the one time she could safely hand over the card, Shorty had run back up the escalator. She thought for a moment about calling after him, but memories of her mother began flooding into her mind. The throbbing in her elbow faded as the world appeared to spin around her. Her knees buckled, but bony arms caught her and eased her to the cold marble floor. A babble of voices enveloped her as she slipped into unconsciousness.
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�Over here, Gosha. Come on!� Tyoma beckoned to the steel-plated chimp that hung by one hand from the jungle gym in the corner of the lounge. �Come meet the general.�
Gosha tilted his head to one side and stared back and forth between Tyoma and General Andreykin.
�He won�t come,� Tyoma said. �He only does for Volodya. Shows how bad his taste is.�
�Do you always criticize your colleagues behind their backs?� said the general, a tall man completely devoid of hair but for bushy gray eyebrows and long lashes.
�Only Volodya,� Tyoma said, �and I criticize him plenty to his face, I�ll have you know.�
The general didn�t look amused. �It�s no wonder this project never makes progress if your team can�t get along.�
Tyoma grinned. �We�ve made plenty of progress, General, even with Volodya in the group. I like to think it shows how��
�I don�t like you, Dr.�Grachev. This is a serious project, and you are never serious. Why did Dr.�Aseev leave you here to meet me?�
Tyoma put an injured expression on his face. �Ah, but you are my very favorite general. I am distressed that you�� The stony look on Andreykin�s face told Tyoma he was pushing his luck. He waved his hand toward the chimp. �Look, General, one of our recent successes.�
�A monkey.�
�A chimpanzee.�
�We�re not spending billions of rubles to create toy robots, Doctor.�
�Oh, but it�s no robot. Watch the way it behaves. It�s too realistic. Have you ever seen a robot that didn�t behave like a robot?� Tyoma jumped from his chair and reached out to scratch Gosha behind his ears. The chimp�s lips pursed and tried to kiss Tyoma�s wrist. �Gosha here was our first full success of capturing the data from a chimp�s mind and layering it onto a digital interface that allows it to mimic a real brain.�
General Andreykin squinted at Tyoma. �Don�t blather at me. How does this relate to my needs?�
�You want super-soldiers. We can capture the minds of your very best men and reuse them in robot bodies��or eventually in clones of human bodies.�
�Clones. Human bodies. That�s what I need. When can you show me that?�
�General,� Tyoma said. �Can you imagine how difficult it is to conduct tests on human subjects? We can�t reconstitute an adult mind within an adolescent body, so we are forced to wait until a clone body reaches full maturity before we can even conduct a test. Speeding up the development of clones has thus far been a failure. And there are the questions, of course, of what to do with partial successes. Would you have us dispose of a nearly complete human? When does it become murder? Forget that�what about a full success? Any problem with having a duplicate of a living person running about? How will that work?�
The general waved a hand dismissively. �It�s only soldiers I need. They�ll belong to the army.�
�You going to supply us with test subjects?�
�What are all those cr�ches for that we funded? Haven�t you been aging clones already?�
�Absolutely. We�ve been working on perfecting the cloning process. It�s a different matter altogether to actually give the clones a mind. We need DNA and mind dumps from some of your men.�
Andreykin rose from his seat and towered over Tyoma. �That�s not a problem. What is a problem is that General Potkin lost his job due to lack of progress here. I don�t intend to lose mine. I want to see real progress, Doctor.�
�You know, General,� Tyoma said, �there are cures for baldness now.�
�You are not funny, little man.�
�General, let�s go down and visit the cr�ches. I�ll explain our progress on that part of the project. Then I have something else that is fully ready. I think you�ll like it very much.�
Tyoma led the grim-faced general to the grav tube, which whisked them down to the third basement level. The lights flicked on to show an enormous room, antiseptically clean, about half the size of a football pitch. Rows of cr�ches lined the floor like huge silver and glass coffins. The room smelled strongly of glass cleaner.
Neither man spoke as they approached the nearest cr�che. Tyoma could never help but marvel at the features of each clone, no matter how many times he visited. The first cr�che contained what looked like a naked teenage version of his friend Kostya, though hairless and with much smoother skin.
�Ah,� said General Andreykin, with the first smile Tyoma had seen on the man�s face. �It is Dr.�Sakaev, yes?�
�Yes. This row here contains six of his clones, each a year apart in age. This one will be ready to test in around four more years.�
The general strolled to a different row of cr�ches and leaned forward to stare at the clone within.
�I�ve never seen a room this clean in my life, not even in a hospital.�
Tyoma grunted but otherwise didn�t respond.
�How can they look so healthy? I would think lying in these boxes for years would produce little more than pasty corpses.�
Tyoma slid a finger along one of the tubes that ran through the glass and into the clone�s right arm. �Look here. What do you see?�
Andreykin remained at his cr�che but bent to examine one of the tubes. Tyoma was especially proud of the swarm of nearly microscopic dots he knew the general was seeing; he had programmed them himself and jokingly called them his children.
�The miracles of modern medicine. Each of us has billions of nanobots doing anything from preventing colds and other diseases to scar repair to�� He raised his eyes to the general�s bald dome. ��preventing baldness.�
�I like being bald, Dr.�Grachev.�
�I�m sure. Anyhow, we have our own special nanobots here. We�ve spent decades coming up with new ones for all the problems we�ve encountered. We need them for muscle development, bones, lungs, basically anything that would typically atrophy if unexercised. The brain was the toughest. It�s critical that it develop properly. We�ve perfected it with chimp clones, and we think we are ready with humans now.�
General Andreykin walked to a new row of cr�ches. �Who is this? I can�t place him.�
�That was Dr.�Anatoly Vorobyev. He was our psychology expert, but he died three years ago.�
�Why do you keep his clones then? I want to get started on my soldiers. We don�t need to waste space on him.�
�It�s not a waste. If anything, he�ll be the most important test��at least from a moral perspective. He�ll be our first human test subject. We have some successful mind scans for him. If we do manage to successfully reconstitute him, we won�t face the issue of having two of him in existence.�
�Why no women? Surely there are female scientists every bit as brilliant as any of you?�
Tyoma walked around to join the general. �Naturally. We had two women on the project initially, and added another later. They all dropped out due to disagreements over the morality of what we were trying to accomplish. Not to say that only women have moral qualms about this stuff. We lost a splendid male neurologist also.�
�Why clones of your own people?� Andreykin stabbed a finger at the glass of the cr�che. �It should be my soldiers in here!�
�The project cannot succeed without many tests.�
�I�m not stupid, Doctor. But, why not use my soldiers for your tests?�
�We can start soon, General. I asked you already for some DNA and mind scans from your chosen soldiers.�
�I�ll send some men over. Scan them and use them in these bodies. I need��
�General, we can�t use them with these. The rejection rate is very high unless we layer the mind into a body made from the same DNA. It�s too costly to have so many failures during the testing phase.�
The general threw up a hand. �This is too slow. These take what? Eighteen, twenty years to grow? I need my soldiers now!�
�This is but one of the projects we are doing for you, General,� Tyoma said, holding his palms up. �We�re working on speeding up the aging process for the clones to make this one workable, but we have other projects that will bring more immediate results. Remember, I said we have one ready now? How about I show you?�
�Here?� the general said. �Where is it?�
Tyoma fished a data card from his pocket and held it up. �Right here.�
The general reached to take the card, but Tyoma withdrew it and snapped it into his own slot. �General, you will receive a connection request to your wireless. It�s the only way to see how this works.�
General Andreykin frowned. �What do you mean? No one uses wireless with strangers. It�s too dangerous.�
Tyoma gave what he hoped was a calming smile. �We�ve all heard that, General, but have you ever actually known anyone to have their wireless compromised? This program runs off of our protected wireless here at this facility only, and its range is purposely limited. We all share this network. You are perfectly safe.�
The general stared, scowling, at Tyoma for a full minute before thrusting a finger in Tyoma�s face. �My people know I am here. Nothing better happen to me.�
�You�ll be fine,� Tyoma said, and sent the handshake request to the general�s slot.
The general jerked in surprise as he saw what Tyoma was already looking at. A soldier in full combat uniform stood at parade rest only a meter away.
�Oh,� the general said. �It�s like those porn programs so many are using these days. How does a fake soldier help me?�
The soldier came to attention and saluted. �Permission to speak, General?�
Andreykin�s eyebrows flew up. �Sure.�
�Sir, I am a virtual squad leader. My mind was scanned from one of the best combat NCOs from the Polish front. I get visual cues from each member of my squad, so I am able to assess any situation and use my experience to pass orders to my men.�
�General,� Tyoma said. �Headquarters would never admit it publicly, but you and I both know the primary cause of problems at the front is bad leadership at the squad level. We don�t have nearly enough good NCOs. This program ensures you have the very best squad leaders at all times for all troops.�
General Andreykin nodded slowly. �I can see some use for this. But, what if the soldier carrying the card is killed? It�ll throw the squad into disarray.�
Tyoma waved a hand as if shooing away a fly. �I used this just to demonstrate the program. In the field each squad would carry a bomb-proof transmitter. It has an effective range of up to a hundred meters. More than enough for anything the squad leader needs to do.�
The general sighed. �Look, this isn�t bad, but it�s small. I need more, and I can�t wait twenty more years for it. Those fuckers are starting to win this war.�
Tyoma nodded. �We have some other projects nearing completion that will amaze you. I promise. We also have an idea that we think President Shirov would like.�
�Sounds to me like you want to wheedle more money out of us.�
�It�s totally up to you, General. We think the president will love the idea.�
The general twirled a finger to tell him to get on with it.
�We can win the space race.�
�Space race. We have no space race.�
�China and America West are racing to be the first to reach New Eden. Their ships are ponderous and will take centuries to arrive. We can build small and fast and beat them both. New Eden can be ours.�
�What do we care?� General Andreykin said. �Let the fools fight over a planet centuries away. We�ll fight for this one.�
�Perhaps, perhaps. But perhaps the president would feel differently?�
�If small and fast would work, why are the others only building huge ships?�
�Because they must send thousands of people. They don�t have what we have. We can send a ship with no living beings on it. A far faster ship. Once it arrives and ensures the planet is habitable, well then the auto cr�ches can kick off the cloning process. When they are fully baked, we can inject the clones with copies of their own minds. Instant colonists, General.�
�Sounds like a fantasy to me.�
�You saw Gosha the chimp. We can already do it with robot bodies. All we need is a few more years and we will be able to do it with human clones.�
�What good does it do us to win this race? So we put a few Russian colonists on this far distant world. Who cares?�
�We could arrive centuries before the others can get there, barring some amazing advance in propulsion technology. If we carry enough different sets of DNA and mind chips, then we will have time to establish a sizeable colony there. It would be no small accomplishment for Russia to be the first to claim a habitable world.�
The general looked skeptical. �I�ll bring up the space idea with Minister Grischuk next time I see him. If that�s all you have to show me for now, tell me what my guard stole from you. I�m told it was two data cards.�
Tyoma paused to consider how to proceed. �General, while the robbery itself was truly regrettable, what was taken will not harm us. One card was a simple mind scan��of myself actually. No one can use that, at least not without doing serious damage to themselves. The other was one of our combat chips. Like I said earlier, we are still working on perfecting those.�
�What does it do?�
Tyoma blew out his breath. �Ah, it does so many things. The idea is to transform any raw recruit into a fully ready soldier. It provides all the data any soldier should know, identification and functionality of all weaponry, training sims on all martial arts, and so forth. The user will see colored auras around anyone in a combat zone for instant differentiation of friends, foes, and unknowns. The most useful bit, in our opinion, is what we call combat reflexes. During high adrenaline situations the code all but takes over the soldier�s mind, feeding it data at such a high rate that time appears to slow down. The soldier will literally experience combat as if everything is moving at about four-fifths time. The program will project likely lines of fire, anticipate the movements of enemies��there�s so much involved I can only touch on all that it does. It�s very exciting��but not fully ready for use.�
�One of these chips is out there? If it falls into the hands of our��
�No,� Tyoma said. �The code is highly encrypted and protected. No one could copy it, even if it were fully ready. We�ll keep searching for the missing chips, but you shouldn�t worry too much about them.�
General Andreykin stared into Tyoma�s eyes for a long moment. �At least you�ve stopped joking with me, Doctor. I hope you are telling me everything.�

After the general took his leave, Tyoma put a group call through to Big Dima, Volodya, and Kostya on the wall screen.
�So?� said Volodya. �Did it work?�
�I believe so,� Tyoma said. �He allowed the wireless connection. I can test my code to see if I can hack his firewall. I�ll be shocked if I can�t. Wireless simply can�t be protected the way sentry code does with direct Web connections.�
�Good,� Volodya said. �And the rest?�
�He didn�t seem much interested in the space idea, but he said he�d pass it along.�
�We need that extra funding,� said Big Dima.
�We�ll see,� Tyoma said. �Let me go test my hack. I�ll let you know if it works.�
�Then we�ll have him,� Kostya said. �Even if he does learn the truth about the lost combat chip, we can protect ourselves.�
Moscow
Sunday, June 8, 2138
2:45 p.m. MSK
Marcus wiped cold sweat from his forehead and gripped his queasy stomach. He�d spent the past ten minutes retching in the toilet. His ribs still felt bruised from the intense pressure of the flight. At least being sick had dampened the feeling of fear as he approached customs. Actual human guards with submachine guns stood near each customs kiosk, so it was a relief when Marcus�s palm scan returned a prompt green signal and the guard waved him through the gate.
Enabling wireless took longer than usual as his account negotiated payment and connectivity rules with the Sheremetyevo airport network. Marcus was relieved when his father�s voice popped into his head.
�Everything okay, Marcus?�
�Yes. I�m through customs. You said there��ah, I see a guy with a sign for me.�
Marcus nodded at the short blond man holding a sign with �Saenz� printed on it. The man grinned and led Marcus toward an exit. A sleek black air car hovered near the curb.
�Here you are, Mr.�Saenz,� the man said in Russian. The card in Marcus�s slot instantly translated the words. Marcus nodded thanks to the man and thrust his traveling case into the back seat before climbing in after it. The seat was incredible�smooth and deep. Is it real leather? No one uses real leather, do they? If not for the excitement of being in such a strange place, Marcus figured he�d have trouble staying awake seated in such luxury.
�Destination?� said the flat male voice of the autodriver.
The Russian chip spelled out his desired response phonetically in easy-to-read letters that looked like they hovered in the air about six inches in front of his eyes. It was awkward, but he read off the address his father had given him. The door closed and the car rose quickly into the gray sky.
The sky��Marcus had known all his life about time zone differences, but it felt unnatural to have everything change so dramatically in so short a time. It had been the middle of the night when the suborbital launched, and now his slot told him it was close to three in the afternoon.
�Have something to eat,� Javier said.
�I can�t. I still feel ill.�
�I knew it would be hard on you to fly. I�m grateful that you are helping me.�
Marcus shook his head, though he knew his father couldn�t see it. �I worry that it�s all a waste of time. Do you honestly think they�ll be able to help you, even if they�re willing?�
�I don�t know. But they�re the first honest chance I�ve encountered. The longer I live in the Web the further from human I become. What will I be like if they can reconstitute me? I�ve spent years absorbing far more data than any human can handle. My ability to feel, taste, or smell is only simulated in my cradle code. If I am ever to have a shot at a human life again, I must grasp the earliest chance.�
Marcus turned to look out the window of the speeding air car. He didn�t want to think about the possibility of his father becoming real again. Groves of pale birches lined the banks of a grayish-brown river. The buildings they passed had an alien look to them�oddly shaped wooden or concrete structures painted in shades of color Marcus had never seen before�and it struck home to him just what it meant to be in a country so different from his own.
�How many embassies does America have here? Do they all work out of the same building?�
�Just two,� Javier said. �Ours and a small one for the Federation. They don�t even have their own place. Just a couple offices in the Canadian embassy.�
The Federation was a loose association of city states, each run by their own warlord, comprising everything east of America West that wasn�t controlled by Texas. Marcus wasn�t surprised Texas had no embassy. The extremist theocracy had expanded to take over much of the old South and was very isolationist, practically a prison state.
Suddenly they were past the birch forest and zooming over desolate suburbs. Marcus�s eyes were drawn to what could only be the center of Moscow, a thicket of immensely tall skyscrapers reaching to the gray clouds. As they drew closer, he could see a veritable web of moving walkways strung between the buildings at all different levels.
�It�s amazing, Papa,� Marcus said. �Such decay and misery and then��such fantastic wealth and modernity. The vids I watched didn�t do it justice.�
�Here the wealthy live in the clouds,� Javier said, �while the poor can only stare up at them.�
�So many people. All those air cars. I haven�t seen a city this full of life since I was a child.�
They passed the rest of the trip in silence, as Marcus absorbed the various views of this strange city. He was struck hardest by the sheer amount of activity he saw. He recalled only dimly when Phoenix had been filled with millions of impatient commuters, before Meshing took hold and turned the city into a ghost town. He hadn�t read much about the effects of Mesh addiction on other countries; he�d assumed it was similar everywhere. Apparently he was wrong, at least in Russia.
The air car began descending into lower lanes of traffic as it drew close to their destination.
�Papa, does Meshing not affect them here?�
�Of course it does. But you must understand, Marcus��it�s an addiction of the rich and middle classes. The poor usually cannot afford upgraded slots or Web subscriptions. Russia doesn�t have much of a middle class, and America, even after the civil wars, has very few who are truly poor.�
The air car slowed to a hovering descent near a row of ancient concrete apartment blocks. Across a wide avenue from the buildings was a vast park that was clearly a refugee camp.
�We�re here, Papa.� The door of the air car slid up to allow Marcus to clamber out. Three boys kicking a soccer ball stopped to stare at him.
�Shouldn�t have ordered such an expensive car.� He studied the row of twelve-story buildings. �This is a really bad area. I wish you could smell this stench. Must be the refugee camp.�
�Find the building marked with a six.�
�We landed right in front of it.� The autodriver�s maps were accurate, at least. Marcus walked up to the door set in a small arch. On the wall to the right of the door was a metal pad with numbered buttons. �Wow, this is really ancient stuff. How do we get in?�
�It�s not connected to the Web. Is there a buzzer?�
A rectangle of dirty plastic served as a window in the door. Marcus peered through it and saw a hallway tiled in yellow and white. An obviously broken elevator stood open near a stairwell. To the left was a small desk and a wooden chair, but there was no one to be seen.
Marcus backed up a couple of steps and looked around. His eyes alit on a wide open second floor window, jagged bits of glass along the top and sides of the frame.
�Strange. There�s a shattered window here, looks like it happened recently. What floor was your address?�
�Tenth.�
�Oh. This place is giving me the creeps.� Marcus kept feeling as if someone was sneaking up on him, but no one was there each time he turned to look.
�Can you climb through the window?�
Marcus walked closer to the broken window and peered up. �Nah, it�s too high.� He glanced down at the scattering of glass. The soil near the wall looked like someone had landed in it. He knelt down to examine the area.
�Looks like someone fell or dropped out of the window. Lucky they didn�t cut themselves badly.� A bit of black with a clean white patch caught his eye, and he reached out to pluck an unusually long slot card from the dirt. Marcus was about to comment on it when the door swung open and a middle-aged couple emerged. They didn�t see Marcus as he leapt to catch the door before it shut.
�I�m in, Papa. Someone opened the door. And I found a slot card��though it�s weird, too long.� He held it up to look at the white label. �Three letters and a date. Friday. Whatever it is, it�s very recent.�
�Get up to the tenth floor. I�m dying to know why such important data was accessed in such a run-down neighborhood.�
�Okay, but I�ll have to take the stairs.� He stuck the card into a pocket of his coat.
Javier�s laughter filled Marcus�s head. �Bet you wish you�d done those exercise sims now, eh?�
Marcus ignored his father and set off up the first flight of stairs. He was huffing badly when he reached the third floor. �I�ve gotta rest.� He put his hands to his knees and bent over.
�Twenty-six years old and you can�t climb three stories without half dying.� Javier sounded like he was trying to make a joke, but Marcus heard the undercurrent of concern.
�I�ll be all right in a minute.� He wiped sweat from his brow with his coat sleeve. Marcus thanked God for whomever had invented the solar coat. It used the same microscopic layer of solar cells that were used on cars, and the energy was used by the coat to provide heat or cooling as needed.
Ten minutes and several rest stops later, he reached the tenth floor and walked down the thinly carpeted hallway to the burgundy door marked �1012�. He pushed the buzzer and waited. A minute passed and he pushed it again. �No one�s home.�
He put a hand on the cool metal of the door, and it opened with a click. �Hey, it�s not locked.�
�Be careful. That doesn�t seem right.�
�Tell me about it.�
The tiny entrance hall had warped wooden flooring. The coat and shoe racks held only women�s apparel. A flowery umbrella hung from the end of the coat rack. Straight ahead was an open doorway to what was clearly a kitchen. Marcus�s gaze was drawn to a picture of a young woman on the opposite wall. She was pretty, though not in a classical sense. She had long black hair and high Slavic cheekbones. Her prominent nose told him she likely had some Jewish blood. Her eyes were very slightly turned down in the corners, and though she was smiling, the eyes and mouth together gave her a sad look. Marcus knew he could never be bold enough to approach such a woman, but there was a primal part of him that wanted to hold her, to tell her everything would be all right.
�Marcus�?�
Marcus forced his eyes away from the captivating portrait. A door on the left led to a dark bedroom, while the hall to the right led to a well-lit living room. Marcus took two steps in that direction and froze.
�Madre de Dios!� he said aloud, clutching at his suddenly heaving stomach.
�What is it! Are you all right?�
Marcus started panting in order to stop himself from retching.
�Marcus, you�re scaring me!�
Marcus tried to collect himself. �Sorry. What have you gotten us into?�
�I can�t see!�
�There�s a dead woman seated at a table.�
�You sure she�s dead?�
�Her�� Marcus fought down bile again. His forehead was slicked with cold sweat. �Her head is twisted around backwards. She�s dead.�
The only time he had ever seen a dead person was after his father�s sudden, massive stroke.
�Marcus, you need to��
�No!� Marcus spun and trotted into the corridor, closing the door behind him. �I�ve got to get out of here. You�re gonna get me killed.�
�Marcus��
�No!� It took all his willpower not to run to the stairwell. Marcus breathed heavily and forced one foot in front of the other. He felt dizzy and stopped with one hand on the wall to steady himself.
�It�s okay,� Javier said. �It�s going to be okay.�
�No,� Marcus said. �It�s not.� He took another step and froze, as a bulky man with a crew-cut, a fleshy red face, and a coat that no one should be wearing in summer stepped through the doorway from the stairs. The man paused a moment and glared at Marcus, then clomped forward on heavy-soled boots.
The man looked like he might walk right by, so Marcus turned his eyes to the floor and started walking slowly toward the stairs. He glanced up as they drew near each other, and he saw the man staring at him with a smirk on his face. Marcus couldn�t help himself and sped up, hoping somehow to put the man behind him, but the man reached out and snagged him by his solar coat, shoved him against the wall.
�Who are you, cocksucker?� The man loomed over Marcus like a giant, and squeezed his hand around Marcus�s larynx.
Choking for air, Marcus had trouble reading the phonetic translation of how he wanted to reply to the man.
�Papa! He�s gonna kill me!�
�Who?�
Marcus had forgotten that Javier had no means of seeing what had happened. �A big man is pinning me to a wall, looks like he wants to kill me.�
�Tell him you�re a diplomat.�
�I don�t think this guy will care!�
Regardless, he choked out, �Dip-di-diplomat.� He realized he�d spoken in English, then saw that the translation was exactly the same, except the stress should have been on the last syllable.
�Diplomat?� The man hawked and spat on the floor. �Foreign pig! Why did you come here? Tell me now.�
Blood pounded in Marcus�s ears as he struggled to breathe. It was difficult to read the translation. �Looking for��something.�
�In that apartment? What could you be looking for in that apartment?�
�Can�t��breathe!�
The man relaxed his grip slightly, and Marcus gasped for air.
�Tell me now, or I�ll break your fucking neck!� Marcus had never been in a physical confrontation before, and he�d never seen anything like the brutal expression on the man�s face.
�A��a card.�
The man�s stare turned cold. �Did the general send you? How do you know about the cards?�
�What general? I�ve never seen a general.�
�Fuck your mother, start talking.�
Marcus�s mind scrambled for something to say. �I��I don�t know. I was just told to come here and pick up this card.�
�What card?�
�What card?� echoed Javier.
�How are you hearing what I�m saying?� Marcus said to his father.
�I can�t hear you,� Javier said. �I�m reading the translator card.�
�It�s in my pocket,� Marcus said, flapping his right hand at his coat.
�Pull it out.�
Marcus stuffed his hand into his coat pocket and fished out the card he had found below the broken window. He held it up so the man could see it, and saw the man�s eyes widen.
�Where did you get this?� The man snatched the card from Marcus and held it up to his eyes to read the label. �Was this in the apartment?�
�Don�t say yes, Marcus. Tell him you found it.�
Marcus shook his head. �I found it��on the floor over there.� He pointed to the end of the hall past the open apartment door.
�Who sent you here?� The man reached into his coat and drew a gun, stepped back and pointed it in Marcus�s face.
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Such warmth, soft blankets, snuggle in further and try to forget the bad dreams. They had been so vivid. Why is the lamp near my feet? It�s at the head of my bed. Zoya squinted down at her feet, the part of her body she despised most. So stumpy and wide�she always hid them in boots or closed shoes. The blankets were all wrong, smelling of unwashed bodies. That�s not my lamp�
She shoved herself up as everything came back to her, and dizziness made her drop down to the blanket again.
�Hey, careful there. You�ve had a rough time.� An emaciated blond woman of perhaps her own age knelt next to Zoya and placed a hand on her forehead. �Temperature�s down, at least.�
Something about the woman�s face� �You��you�re Sveta, aren�t you?� Zoya asked. It was so hard to tell after all these years, but the woman reminded her of the young Trog girl she�d played with a few times.
The woman smiled crookedly, one of her incisors missing. �You remember my name. I wasn�t sure it was you, at first. You look so different now. Please forgive me��I don�t think I ever knew your name.�
�Zoya. I remember the guards saying your name the first time you brought me here. It was all so strange. I couldn�t forget it.�
She slowly pushed herself back to a sitting position and looked around. A globe lamp near her feet held back the darkness. At her back was one of the square pillars of the metro platform. A meter beyond the lamp was the drop-off to the tracks. Dark-cloaked people shuffled about in the gloom.
�I�ve never fainted before,� Zoya said. �Wasn�t sure I even believed it could happen.�
�I wasn�t there to see, but the elders said you were terrified, chased by bad men,� Sveta said.
�Mother!� Zoya�s eyes filled with tears. Could I have done something for her? Truly?
�Have a sip of tea,� Sveta said, holding a steaming cup to Zoya�s lips. �It�ll give you strength.�
Zoya ignored the cup and bent her head over her lap, racked by sobs. �I��I should have died with her.�
�Died?� Sveta whispered. �These men��killed your mother?�
Zoya could only nod, her hands covering her face.
�Why did you come here?�
�They��they chased me. I didn�t know where to go. I thought maybe the guards at your doors would��would help. There were no guards.�
Sveta put an arm about Zoya�s shoulders. �The elders wouldn�t like me saying so, but we are in trouble down here. Most of the strong ones are��
Zoya felt the young woman�s head shake, and she turned to meet her eyes. �I��I don�t know what to do now,� she moaned.
Sveta lowered her gaze. �I�m so sorry, but the elders said you must leave once you are able.�
�I understand,� Zoya said. �But they may be waiting for me outside. You�ll deliver me up to them?�
Sveta squeezed her shoulder. �Whoever may be watching, I can take you past them unawares. Come.�
Zoya looked at Sveta again. �Yes, I want to leave, please.�
She found her knee-high boots sitting next to her and pulled them on. Sveta helped her to stand. Zoya gasped when she saw a long line of cots down on the metro tracks, a blanket-wrapped form in most of them. Dim figures sat near some of the cots, tending to various needs. �Are they sick?�
�They�� Sveta looked around nervously. �They�re stricken. By the Web.�
�Meshers? Here? I didn�t think you had Web access down here.�
Sveta nodded. �Some of the elders felt we needed it. They installed an access point about ten years ago. It was even useful for a while��until people�men mostly�began staying on too long. Then they stopped coming off.�
�I�ve never understood the point,� Zoya said. �It�s not real.�
�I guess it�s real enough to them. I couldn�t imagine wanting to do it, myself, but sometimes when I see how hard life is, I wonder if perhaps they don�t have a point.�
�But they have responsibilities here,� Zoya said.
�Let�s get you out of here. Are you fine to walk?�
Zoya took a step and felt fine, though her elbow still hurt and she ached all over. �Yes, thank you.�
�Oh, this is yours. It fell from your hand when you fainted.�
Sveta held out the small slot card. Zoya wasn�t sure what she felt about seeing the cursed thing, but she took it and put it in her pocket. She laughed ruefully. �I don�t even know what it is.�
Sveta led her down a small wooden stair built into the train tunnel. From the level of the tracks, Zoya could see the bundles of cabling spread out across the gravel and running up to the slots of each addict.
�This way,� Sveta said, tugging on Zoya�s arm and leading her toward the pitch blackness of the exit tunnel.
Zoya paused and peered into the darkness. �Aren�t you afraid of the dark?�
�I�ve lived my entire life in the dark,� Sveta said, flicking on a flashlight. �You?�
�I don�t enjoy it, but I�ve spent years working in a chilly, dark room surrounded by dead people. I�ve come to think I can handle almost anything��or at least I did until today.�
The darkness quickly became complete but for the lone beam of light playing across the ancient tracks. Zoya wasn�t sure how long they walked before Sveta flashed the beam at a metal door in the wall.
�A maintenance tunnel,� she said, and led Zoya into a cramped, concrete corridor. An old-fashioned light-switch was on the wall, but the bulbs lining the ceiling were all either missing or burnt out. Zoya had never been very scared of darkness, but she�d never felt anything this creepy.
�How many tunnels are under here?�
�You�d be amazed,� Sveta said. �It�s like another city.�
�I thought there�d be rats all over down here.�
�There are plenty. They come and go as they please.�
They came to a large round cross-tunnel with a trickle of water running down the middle that smelled like sewage.
�North or south?� Sveta asked, indicating direction with her hand.
Zoya held a hand over her mouth and nose to block some of the stench. �Anywhere, please! I can�t take this smell for long.�
�This way then,� Sveta said, turning north.
The whole world narrowed to the quivering beam of light and the echoes of their footsteps in the round tunnel. Every so often they passed a rusty iron ladder set against the wall and leading up to a manhole cover.
�How much longer?� Zoya murmured.
�Right here,� Sveta said, stopping at one of the ladders and flashing the light up at the cover. �You�ll be safe here.�
Zoya touched the iron ladder, expecting it to feel slimy, but it was cold and dry. She turned and hugged Sveta, kissed her cheeks. �Thank you for everything.�
�Sorry about your mother.�
Zoya nodded, then clambered up the ladder. She put a hand on the manhole cover and pushed, but it didn�t budge.
�You need more leverage. They�re heavy.�
Zoya climbed another rung, bent her head, and put her shoulder to the cold iron. Slowly she was able to shove the cover to one side, welcome daylight flooding through the hole. She stuck her head up and saw that she was just outside the refugee camp in Kolomenskoe. The smell of the camp was nearly as bad as that of the sewer pipe. A few trees and a black iron fence separated her from the people in the camp. Relieved, she scrambled out of the hole and turned to peer down at Sveta. Their eyes met and held for a few moments. Sveta smiled and gave a small wave. Zoya nodded in return, then struggled to push the manhole cover back into place.
Poplar seeds floated everywhere under the overcast but still bright sky. It was hard to believe it was the same day. Her brother�s murder felt like it had happened a week ago. She considered where to go. The morgue? But her colleagues would be at home on Sunday, and anyhow Tavik knew she worked there. Her friends? Her uncle? The short mobster had threatened them all. It mattered little what she thought; she knew she must check on her mother. Stupid. You�re going to walk right into their hands. Then she thought, Do I care? And what about the lost card? It�s one of my only bargaining tools, and I lost it somewhere.
Sveta had brought her to a perfect place. She could cross the street and approach her apartment block from the rear. There was a wall behind her complex that she had climbed many times as a kid. She hoped she could see signs of the mobsters without them seeing her.
As she walked, constantly scanning her surroundings, her mind kept turning to the data card in her pocket. It still made her nervous, but curiosity itched inside her. What could be so important that good people had to die?
She stepped off the sidewalk and approached two trees that looked like they would make a decent screen. Leaning against one of them, she pulled the card from her pocket and reread the label: �K3 - v2.6�. What could it mean? Since finishing school, she�d mostly used cards for music or reading. Sometimes she would pore over collections of art.
She brought the card up to her slot, hesitated, then pushed it in, wincing as the card clicked into place. Nothing happened that she could detect. She probed the interface for data access and saw an enormous index. It was overwhelming, but she noticed many of the features fell into categories: a multitude of martial arts sims; military history; combat strategy and tactics; weapons of all types. The list went on, but she lost interest. Georgy risked his life for a stupid military chip? It looks like something they�d give to draftees for training. Why would the mob care about this?
It made the deaths of her family members feel even worse that they had happened over something so trivial. She glanced about quickly to see if anyone was around, then returned to the sidewalk. To the left was the camp, and she suddenly noticed something strange about the refugees�each of them had a yellow aura. She halted and stared openmouthed at all of the faintly glowing people. She reached up and ejected the card, and the glow vanished.
That�s really odd. What is that for? She reinserted the card and the glow returned. She sent a query to the interface, and it provided a short report from the combat category. Yellow aura is for unknowns. Red is for enemies. Green is for friendlies.
She was about to eject the card again when it occurred to her that perhaps the card�s features might prove useful for eluding her pursuers. A quick scan all around showed no red auras. Even with the oddly-colored people, the view wasn�t too disconcerting, so she left the card in place and continued on.
It took half an hour to circle around to the rear of her complex, but at last she climbed the short wall and peered over into the parking lot. No one was in sight, but an expensive-looking air car hovered a few meters above the ground not far from her entrance door. That can�t be good, she thought. Someone from the military, perhaps?
There was no sign of Tavik�s green car, the police, or the sky cycles. The muscles of her arms strained to hold her chin up above the wall, forcing her to make a choice. She pulled herself up and dropped to the dirt on the other side of the wall. The expensive car showed no movement or any other sign that someone had noticed her, so she cautiously made her way toward the entrance door. Her eyes never paused, flicking between the car, the door, Pig�s broken window, scanning the surrounding area.
Shouts from her right startled her, but it was just the three boys running back into the parking lot, one carrying a football. The card took a moment before deciding on a green aura for them. She didn�t know the boys well, but she�d seen them around enough to know they were harmless.
She picked up her pace as she drew near the door, and breathed a sigh of relief when she reached it safely, punched in her code, and pulled the door open. There was no sign of anyone in the entry hall, so she cautiously made her way to the stairs and started up.
As she climbed flight after flight, she kept imagining various traps that Tavik had set for her. Mobsters would trap her in the stairwell, or perhaps they would be waiting in the apartment. She ran into no one, though, and heard nothing until she approached the tenth floor landing. Here she heard voices, muffled by distance; one sounded menacing and the other scared��and speaking with a strange accent.
She considered fleeing back down the stairs, but decided to risk a peek through the doorway.
She saw one of the mobsters who had been with Tavik, the larger one, limned in red and pulling a gun from his coat. He was stepping back from a short, pudgy dark-haired man with a yellow aura. Everything became strange. Zoya felt her heart pounding like she�d never felt it before, a roaring thud within her mind, and it seemed she could hear the blood rushing through her veins. The slot card began feeding her an incredible amount of information, and somehow she could process it all�there was name, configuration, and history of the Gsh-18 handgun the mobster was holding to the small man�s head; trajectory lines pointing like lasers from the barrel of the gun; a multitude of tactical suggestions, listed in order of estimated success, and changing moment to moment with each movement the mobster made.
Zoya tried to turn around and flee down the stairs, but incredibly she found herself rushing at the mobster, taking an angle along the left side of the corridor to reduce his chance of catching her out of the corner of his eye. Her body was betraying her, moving of its own accord. Even more incredibly, everything she looked at appeared to be moving in slow motion, though she felt as if she were moving at full speed. Why am I doing this? I don�t want to do this. Am I insane?
Her heart continued to pound at normal speed, but the small man�s head turned toward her ever so slowly, his eyes widening. She was nearly there when the mobster�s head began to inch around in her direction. The tactical display blazed with choices, but she had no idea how to use the card or even if she was in control of her own body at all.
The mobster�s eyes finally caught sight of her and his mouth began to open just as she twirled her body and slammed the edge of her hand at full strength into his adam�s apple. The man reached toward his neck and began to fall. It happened so slowly that Zoya was able to recover, swing about, and kick the man in the groin. She saw the man�s eyes roll up, his head cracked against the wall, and he slid unconscious to the floor.
Zoya spun to confront the man cringing on his knees. His aura remained yellow, and he held up his hands as if to surrender, fear plain on his face. Zoya�s heart stopped thudding and time seemed to return to normal speed. Her body felt like her own to control again. What in God�s name just happened? She never took her eyes from the man as she knelt to retrieve the gun the mobster had dropped.
�Who are you?� she asked. She noticed that the man had strange clothing. It looked expensive, but not at all like the kinds of clothing worn by the rich people she saw downtown. The man was pale and slicked with sweat. He had hair even darker than Zoya�s, and thick expressive brows. His brown eyes were puffy with dark circles under them, as if he hadn�t slept in a week. He was flabby and pot bellied, which was unusual given that exercise sims and nanobots could make up for most inactivity.
The man�s mouth worked for a moment, making him look like a dying fish. �I��
Zoya pointed the gun at the man�s knee. �I said, who are you?�
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Tyoma nodded with satisfaction at the large conference room wall screen. The code he�d slipped into General Andreykin�s slot interface via his wireless had succeeded in burrowing through his firewall. Tyoma set the computer to capture all data passing through the general�s slot, and to pass it securely to Tyoma�s apartment computer as well.
The wall speaker beeped for an incoming call.
�Answer,� Tyoma said, and the screen full of code vanished, replaced by an image of Volodya Glek. It took all of Tyoma�s strength to keep a grimace from his face.
�Ah, someone is still there. Good!� Volodya said.
�What do you want? Do you have news of the guard?�
Volodya waved a hand dismissively. �No, no. Could you please do me a favor? Bring one of the cards to me?�
This gave Tyoma pause, and he searched Volodya�s face for a clue to what could cause him to so casually break one of the strongest rules of the compound�never allow any of the data cards outside except under the most exceptional circumstances. Other than looking a little distracted�and being more polite than usual�there was nothing suspicious on Volodya�s face.
Volodya read Tyoma�s pause and nodded. �I know, I know, but there�s an excellent reason. Please, just bring it and I�ll explain everything.�
Tyoma realized his mouth was hanging open. He shut it and shook his head. �You�re going to have to do better than that. We already lost two cards. Taking another off compound is begging for trouble. You must explain��
�Please, Tyoma!� Now sweat glistened on Volodya�s forehead, and he glanced sideways away from the screen. �I��
A hand holding a gun thrust itself into view in front of Volodya�s face, followed by the head of a man Tyoma had never before seen. Brown hair in tangled curls, an unshaven face, and eyes that bulged slightly; the man grinned and pointed the gun at the screen. �You�re gonna want to be bringing it along now, old man. You don�t want your friend here to have an accident, do you?�
�What�s this? Are you working with the guard to steal our data? Why��
�I don�t have to answer your questions, fuckface. Just bring the fucking card!�
Tyoma threw up his hands. �You have one already! What do you need another one for?�
The man used the tip of the gun�s barrel to scratch his cheek. �Ah, well. We had a little setback, let�s say. The chips went missing, and we�re having trouble finding them. We�re done messing around, so do what you�re told. We�ll be waiting for you near the statue of Yuri Dolgoruki. Don�t do anything stupid. Try to involve the fucking police or the military, and you�ll be in for a surprise.�
Tyoma was about to respond but the call terminated. He sat for a minute, breathing steadily to calm his nerves. He smiled as he considered ignoring the problem and letting Volodya get his comeuppance, but despite his intense dislike for the arrogant son-of-a-bitch, he could never wish actual harm on the man. He sighed and rose from the table to walk to the storage room. After passing security and opening the drawer with the most recent data cards, he paused to consider the situation. How much do these people know? They seemed content to have whatever the guard was able to snatch. Hell, they could�ve had him grab everything he found, but he didn�t, which means they even wanted him to try to be circumspect, if possible.
He flipped through the combat chips until he found one of the older versions. He took it, then after a moment�s hesitation also added one of the latest. If they know I�m giving them a bad one they may kill us. He nearly shut the drawer, but paused again and pulled out one of the mind recordings. The label told him it was a recording of the Dane Anders Thomsen. Tyoma put each card into a different pocket, willing himself to remember which card went where. He chewed his lip and tried to picture how the meeting near the statue of the old Tsar Yuri Longarms might go down. Every scenario he imagined went badly. He secured the room and headed for his air car.
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Marcus had recognized the woman from the portrait instantly, even with her hair cut short. One moment he�d thought he was about to have his brains plastered to the dingy corridor wall, and the next he had caught a flash of movement in the corner of his eye and turned his head to see her sprinting down the hallway with a crazed expression on her face.
What happened next felt more like a dream than reality, almost like watching an action vid starring Kwon Lee or Bobby Wang. The woman was shorter than he had imagined her, yet she moved with the speed and grace of a leopard, not hesitating even a moment in her vicious attacks on the big man. Her skill was breathtaking to watch, and the man was slumped against the far wall seemingly as fast as the attack had begun.
Now Marcus stared openmouthed as this slight, lovely woman pointed a gun at his kneecap.
�I�� It struck him that he had never spoken face to face with a beautiful woman before. He�d pretty much assumed he would live out his life without ever meeting an attractive woman. His face reddened as he realized what he must look like, his feet splayed out before his abundant belly, his skin pasty from too many years with no sun. �I�m Marcus.�
�A foreigner?� she said. �Why are you here?�
Marcus sighed. This again. �My, uh��my father sent me here.� He pointed toward her apartment door. �I�m a diplomat.�
�Diplomat? I would think a diplomat would speak Russian better than that. You German?�
�German? No, I�m from America West.�
The woman nodded like that explained everything. �Mormon. Why did your father send you here?�
Marcus shook his head. �I�m not Mormon. My father thought��
�How could you be a diplomat then? America West is a hard-line theocracy.�
�No, not really,� Marcus said. �I mean, it is a theocracy now, but it�s not so hard-line. They don�t let us vote or have non-Mormon churches, but we�re left in peace otherwise.�
She looked impatient now and waved the gun in the direction of her apartment. �Get up slowly and move to the door.�
�You don�t want to go in there. Trust me.�
�Trust you? We�ll see about that. Just do what I ask, please.�
Marcus shoved himself upright and edged along the wall until he reached the open door of the apartment. The woman turned and knelt near the unconscious man. She put the gun on the floor and raised her hands to her face. Marcus was surprised when she began to shake. He took a step toward her.
�I�m a doctor, too,� he said. �I could check him, if you like.�
She snatched up the gun again and leapt to her feet, weapon pointed at his chest. Her cheeks were stained with tears, but her eyes were angry. �Stay where you are. No��no wait. Come check him, but don�t try anything or��
She retreated a step for each one he took. When he reached the man, Marcus knelt and felt for a pulse. He wasn�t sure whether to be relieved or not that the man still lived. He looked up at the woman. �He�s alive.�
Her face wrinkled up and she covered it with a hand as she broke into fresh sobs. The gun drooped to her side. �This is not me,� she said. �I don�t hurt people.� She reached for her slot interface, then tossed something toward Marcus.
A data card landed on the floor a few feet away. It reminded Marcus of the longer card the man had taken from him, and he looked down to see it on the carpet near the man�s hand. He picked it up and held it out to the woman. �Miss��is this yours?�
She stared for a moment through wet eyes before nodding. She plucked the card from his hand. �Where did you find it? Never mind, it�s just good that you did.�
Marcus stood up slowly so she wouldn�t get jumpy and shoot him. So, one or both of these cards may be what Papa is after. He pointed at the unconscious man. �What about him? He might wake up.�
She stared down at the man, looked back at Marcus. �You��you tie him up.�
�How?�
She seemed to consider this for a few moments before shaking her head. �I don�t have any rope at home. Maybe we can lock him in the bathroom.�
�He�s awfully big,� Marcus said. �You sure we can move him? What if he wakes up while we�re dragging him?�
She made an exasperated sound and pointed down the corridor. �Pick up that card. It scares me, but it seems it can help.�
While she aimed her gun at the unconscious man, Marcus found the card on the floor and walked back to hand it to her. She stuck both cards in her pocket.
�I�ll get his feet,� she said.
�Miss, shou��
�Zoya.�
�What?�
�Call me Zoya.�
Marcus took a deep breath and concentrated on getting the pronunciation correct from the translator. �Zoya, shouldn�t you be calling the police?�
�The police were helping these guys earlier.�
�Oh.�
It took a lot of effort for Marcus to push the man away from the wall so he could get his hands under the armpits. His grip slid off the man�s coat, so he grabbed the collar instead and began dragging the man across the carpet. Zoya was doing no good with the man�s feet and moved around to help from Marcus�s end.
�Who is this guy?� Marcus asked. �Sounded like he was with the military.�
�No, he�s a gangster.�
�Really? He asked me if a general sent me.�
Both of them were grunting and panting by this time as they wrestled the man across the carpet. When they paused to catch their breath, Zoya reminded Marcus that he still owed her an explanation for his presence. Plus his father would want answers.
�My father learned that someone plugged a special data card into the Web in your apartment. It�s something he�s been looking out for. He had nothing but the address, so he made me come here.�
�Are you really a diplomat?�
Marcus shook his head. �There was no other way to get me into Russia.�
�I figured you couldn�t be since you aren�t Mormon.�
�You have something against Mormons?�
�I don�t care about Mormons. I only know what the history chips have told me.�
�I doubt either of us can rely on our history data to be unbiased,� Marcus said. �The Mormons didn�t set out to rule the country. When slots became commercially viable, they banned them for their members. When Meshing became a problem, they were the only big group not affected. The country pretty much fell into their hands.�
Clearly wanting to change the subject, she said, �So, you really a doctor, or was that��
�I just got my doctorate, though I�m no MD. I specialize in nanobotics.�
�And how are these cards supposed to help your father?�
Marcus reached down and grabbed the mobster�s coat again. �Let me mull that one over a bit. I�ll tell you, but I need to figure out the best way.�
As they turned into Zoya�s apartment, Marcus warned her not to look into the living room. He moved around to shield her from the view. Zoya looked pale, but she gritted her teeth and continued dragging. They finally got the man into the bathroom, left him sprawled on the tiled floor, and blocked the door with a nightstand from the bedroom.
Zoya pointed at the bedroom. �Could you give me a few minutes alone with my mother, please?�
Marcus nodded and walked into the dark bedroom. A light flicked on automatically, and he sat down on a recliner near the dresser.
�Papa, you get all that?�
�Yes. I think you need to get away from here as soon as you can. Whatever my dreams may be, I don�t want you getting hurt.�
�I want out of here, too, but I�m afraid to leave her alone right now. She�s in shock.�
�I don�t mean to sound callous, but I love you. I don�t know her. Please, Son, just get out. I need to know you are safe.�
�Okay. I�ll go.�
Marcus stood and walked to the doorway. Zoya was seated at the table near her mother. Her head was buried in her hands as she rocked forward and back again and again. He looked again at Zoya�s portrait on the wall, and this time her smile seemed to mock him. So innocent it looked, especially knowing what she was going through now. He felt the loss of innocence himself, if not quite so dramatically.
It felt wrong to speak while she mourned, but the longer he waited the more his imagination ran wild. He peeked out into the corridor, half expecting to see more gangsters. It was empty.
�Uh��I�m sorry, Zoya. It�s dangerous here. We need to go.�
She stood up, wiped her eyes with a sleeve, and turned to face him. He recognized the same murderous gaze she�d had while attacking the gangster.
�They broke her neck,� she whispered.
He nodded. Their eyes held for several seconds and he watched as hers changed from rage to helplessness and back to rage again. She stuck a hand in her pocket and grabbed the small chip, snapped it into her slot, and yanked the gun from the back of her pants.
�Well, you�re green now,� she muttered.
Marcus looked himself over. �What?�
�Never mind. It�s this card.� She ejected it and stuffed it in her pocket. �I�m afraid of it. Anyhow, I need to make some calls. These guys are looking for me, so they�ll go after everyone I know.�
�We can�t stay here! It�s too dangerous.�
�I have to make these calls. Go if you like.�
He saw she intended to plug into an interface on the arm of the couch. �You don�t have wireless?�
She looked up at him and frowned. �Can�t afford it.�
�She can�t use her Web line,� Javier said. �They put a physical trace on it, and it will take me some time to shunt around it without tipping them off.�
�You don�t want to use that line,� Marcus said to Zoya. �It�s bugged.�
�How do you know?�
Marcus�s face reddened. �It doesn�t matter right now. Look, you can make your calls through my wireless.�
�You�re awfully trusting, aren�t you?�
Sharing an interface was only done between those who trust each other implicitly, and Marcus knew almost nothing about Zoya. He knew he was letting his desire to know her overrule his common sense. �I probably am,� he said. �If the calls aren�t urgent, you can make them from my car.�
Zoya pulled a zip-cable from her pocket, sat down, and placed the gun on the table. �Thank you, but this can�t wait. Every moment puts my friends in more danger.� She snapped the cable into her slot and held the other end out to Marcus.
He joined her at the table and made the connection to his own slot. Most people could establish a connection on their own, but Marcus needed his father�s help; Javier served as a buffer between Marcus and the Web, in order to protect him from his Mesh addiction. �Father, can you allow the connection please?�
�Done.�
Zoya looked indecisive.
�What�s the matter?� Marcus asked.
�Not sure who to call first. I�d call my Uncle Vasya, but he�s let his Web subscription lapse. I�m not certain who else Tavik knows about.�
�Tavik?�
�He�s the gang leader. I know he�s met my friend Oksana. I don�t remember if he knows Ira or not.�
�So call Oksana first, then Ira.�
She nodded and her face took on the look of concentration that most people got when they used the Web. Normally Marcus wouldn�t be able to listen in on such a call, but with his father serving as a bridge, he could hear the ring go through. It chimed four times before there was an answer. It was the auto-message service from Oksana�s apartment.
�Oksana!� Zoya said. �If you get this message, please get out of there quickly. You�re in danger. I�ll explain later. Remember where we used to meet for lunch during school? Go there and I�ll meet you when I can. Okay? Sorry to be so mysterious, but I have to warn other people, too. I��I�ll see you soon, I hope!�
Zoya severed the connection and whispered, �Damn, she�s either not at home or they already have her.�
�Call your other friend,� Marcus said.
This time the connection was picked up immediately.
�Ira, this is Zoya.�
�Zoya! What happened? You sound terrible. What�s��
�Listen. Georgy�s friends are looking for me, so they�ll probably show up at your apartment, too.�
�Georgy�s friends?�
Zoya�s mental voice cracked even over the interface. �They murdered Georgy and Mama already. They��
�No! Oh, Zoya, I can�t��
�Please, Ira, there�s no time. They can show up any moment. Take your family someplace safe for a few days, somewhere they won�t find you.� She considered who knew Ira that wouldn�t likely be bothered by the mobsters, and the only person she could think of was her boss. �Leave a message with Pyotr at the morgue so I can find you when this is over. Okay? Just go��go now!�
Zoya closed the connection without waiting for a response. Tears ran down her cheeks. Marcus sat silently, unsure what to do. After a minute, Zoya wiped her face with her hands and unhooked the zip-cable.
�No more calls?� Marcus said.
Zoya shook her head. �I need to check on Uncle Vasya and Oksana.�
�I can help.�
Again Zoya shook her head. �You�re not involved with this. It�s not safe. Go back to your embassy.�
Not involved? thought Marcus. How am I not involved? �I have a car. And my father has ways of helping.�
Zoya sighed. �I don�t want anyone else hurt. Just��
There was a loud groan from the bathroom.
�Oh, Christ!� Zoya whispered.
Marcus looked at the nightstand blocking the door and knew it wouldn�t hold for long against such a big man.
�We�ve gotta go!� he cried, jumping up from the chair.
The bathroom door creaked and they heard a growled curse.
Zoya picked up the gun and held it out to Marcus. �Shoot him in the leg or something.�
�Are you crazy?� he said. �I don�t know how to use it.�
�You�re supposed to be the man, aren�t you!� Zoya jammed a hand into her pocket and fished out the card.
The bathroom door crashed open, the nightstand tumbling across the entrance hall. The large man stumbled out of the bathroom, a hand held to the back of his head.
�Father, what do I do?� Marcus said, sending a snapshot of the scene to his father. He felt his heart might burst at any moment.
�I don�t know, Son.� Hearing this was somehow nearly as frightening to Marcus as the sight of the angry gangster. His father always had answers.
The big man saw Marcus and Zoya and grinned like a shark Marcus had seen in a cartoon sim once. He took a step toward them and stopped. �You point that at me, little girl, you better know how to use it.�
Now Marcus noticed that Zoya was standing calmly, feet spread apart, gun held in both hands and pointed steadily at the gangster.
�That�s my gun,� the man said and held out a hand. �Give it here.�
Other than a slight flaring of the nostrils, Zoya didn�t move or make a sound.
�That�s enough!� said the gangster. �This isn�t a playground.�
He began walking across the room toward Zoya.
The shot rang from the concrete walls, and Marcus clapped his hands to his suddenly ringing ears. The gangster had halted, and Marcus was horrified to see a hole where his left eye had been. The man swayed as blood began flowing down his face and pattering onto the carpet.
A second shot rang out. The man�s other eye disappeared and he crumpled to the floor. The wall behind him was covered with a fine spray of dark red.
Hands still clamped to his painful ears, Marcus tore his eyes away from the dead man and looked at Zoya. She still hadn�t moved from her shooting stance, and her mouth was a grim line.
�Marcus, get out of there now!� yelled his father.
Marcus nodded and placed a hand lightly on Zoya�s shoulder. �Come on. We must go.� He could barely hear his own voice through the ringing in his ears.
Zoya gave the faintest of nods and kept the gun out as they skirted the corpse and headed out the door.
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Tavik gripped the manual override wheel of his classic 2110 firemist green Cadillac, his knuckles white on the faux-leather grip. He liked being in control, which is why he always pretended to be driving despite the autodriver actually running things.
Everything felt out of control now.
There was always an undercurrent of subservience in his life, primarily to his boss Lev Abramovich Romanishin, the gangster who controlled nearly half of Moscow, but also to the rest of Lev�s favored underlings, of which Big Bunny was one.
Fucking Bunny.
Tavik checked the rearview mirror and saw Bunny�s fat face with its bulging eyes and the tiny, smarmy smile that never seemed to vanish no matter what the situation. Tavik gritted his teeth and slammed a palm into the steering wheel. Should have stood up to Lev on this one, refused to take Bunny along.
One of Tavik�s gang had called in sick yesterday and another was on vacation in Sochi. When Lev�s twin brother Viktor had told Tavik about Georgy�s treachery and Tavik had informed him he was two men short, Viktor had foisted Bunny on him. Anyone else and Tavik would have refused, but Viktor was Lev�s enforcer for a reason�the look in his eyes alone made you feel like your days on this Earth were measured in very small increments. And his eyes were the kindest part of him.
Goddamned motherfucking Bunny.
Everyone knew Bunny was a psychopathic bastard. Tavik prided himself on being relatively sociopathic himself, but he felt like the sanest man in Russia compared to Bunny.
Everything would be over and done if not for Bunny. We�d have the chips, Lev would be able to tell that general to go fuck himself, and I might get considered for another promotion sometime next year.
It had all seemed fine in Georgy�s kitchen. They�d been sipping tea with Mama Drozdova, waiting for Zoya to show up with the chips. No one, not even the stupidest of his men, should have needed to be told that the scrawny old lady was insurance to keep Zoya from doing anything dumb. Then Zoya had called. What possessed Bunny to break the old lady�s neck? What was running through that chicken brain of his?
The air car slowed and descended toward a crumbling apartment building, one of a long row of similar drab buildings along Proletarskiy Prospekt. Tavik took two deep breaths as the car settled into an empty parking space near the building entrance. There were three other cars in the lot, and only one of those looked like it might actually be able to fly. He took some more breaths as he waited for his two men and Bunny to clamber out of the car. Don�t be stupid, Tavik; you can�t touch the bastard.
He climbed out to join his men near the entrance. The steel door was too warped to close, so there was no need for a code. Bunny reached to swing the door open and Tavik imagined slamming the huge man�s face into the steel over and over again. He wanted to wipe that fucked up smile off forever. There were few men that could make Tavik hesitate�Viktor, naturally, and Big Bunny. The man was a monster, nearly half a meter taller than Tavik and twice as broad in the shoulders. Even if Tavik could manage to shove him up against the metal door, he wasn�t certain his own men would back him up. Bunny was Lev�s man, and touching one of Lev�s men was a good way to commit suicide.
Tavik placed a hand on Bunny�s bulky shoulder and felt the iron sinews beneath the fabric of the gray solar coat. Bunny turned to Tavik, his thick lips stretching his smirk a little further than usual, his pig eyes boring into Tavik�s with a gleam that almost resembled intelligence.
Tavik held the gaze as long as he could but finally looked away. He pointed at the doorway. �Bunny, as far as I know that�s Zoya�s only remaining relative in there. We need him as leverage. You know what leverage means?� Nothing changed in Bunny�s eyes. �It means we need him alive. Look, why don�t you just wait here? Guard the car. In fact, why don�t all three of you wait here? I can do this myself.�
Then he realized his anger at Bunny was making him careless. He turned back to his men and pointed at the skinny one in the blue track suit. �Boris, find the Web link for this building and install a trace in case she calls. Vugar, take my car and park it somewhere she won�t see it. Don�t do anything if you see her except give me a call.�
The two men nodded. Tavik turned back to the entrance, squeezed past Bunny, and entered the foyer. The tiles were grimy and the air reeked of vomit and urine and stale alcohol. A shadow blocked out the sunlight and Tavik knew that Bunny had followed him inside.
Fuck your mother you fucking psycho bastard.
Tavik turned to Bunny and shrugged his shoulders. �There�s nothing dangerous about Uncle Vasya. Wait outside��please!�
He turned and headed for the stairwell. At least Uncle Vasya lived on just the second floor. A crunch of broken tile told Tavik that Bunny was still following. Tavik sighed and decided there was little he could do other than try to keep Zoya�s uncle alive as long as possible. He wondered who else Zoya might turn to for help. There was Oksana, her best friend from school, and he seemed to recall there was another friend�Irina perhaps?�but he didn�t know enough about her to do anything. He�d sent Nikolai to Oksana�s apartment to try to capture Zoya if she headed that way. If Zoya headed somewhere else, well��she�d be worried about Uncle Vasya and Oksana, so she�d have to turn up eventually.
Problem is, the general wants his chips now, today, so Lev wants them now, too.
There was a large grove of birch trees on a deserted dacha out beyond the Lenin Hills. This was Tavik�s favorite place to bury all the fucks who got in his way or disrespected him. He smiled and promised himself he�d throw the first shovelful of dirt onto Bunny�s clammy dead face before too much longer.
Two bums crouched against a wall on the second floor landing. They slumped further and mumbled something apologetic as Tavik and Bunny strode by. Vasya�s door was the last one on the right. There was little sign that any of the other apartments were inhabited.
Tavik reached for the buzzer before remembering that it never worked. He rapped on the padded metal door and glanced over at Bunny, who stood as implacable as a statue.
He knocked again, harder. �Uncle Vasya! It�s me, Tavik! Georgy�s friend, remember?�
He�d just about decided the old man wasn�t home when the lock clicked and the door swung open a crack. A rheumy eye peered out.
�Who�s that? Ah, I remember you, always running around with Georgy.� Vasya flung the door wide and held a bony hand out for Tavik to shake. Vasya was probably in his mid-fifties, but he looked older. He must have skipped some of the nanobot injections, because he actually had some gray hair on his head and stubbled cheeks. The bulbous red nose indicated a man who loved his vodka. Vasya peered with his weak eyes over Tavik�s shoulder and his head jerked up. �Oi! Who�s that with you there?�
�A friend,� Tavik said. �We�d love some tea. May we come in?�
�Where�s Georgy?�
�We�ll talk about it. Let us in, all right?�
Vasya peered at Bunny again with a doubtful expression on his face.
Tavik pointed a thumb at Bunny. �He�s harmless. Raises rabbits for a hobby. Just looks scary is all.�
The old man turned and shuffled toward a small wooden table in the living room. Tavik followed and pointed Bunny to a sofa across the room. He breathed a small sigh of relief when the big prick actually obeyed this time.
Vasya stood near the table, a confused look on his face. The room stank of alcohol and cat.
�Make some tea,� Tavik said. �Georgy told us to wait for him here.�
Vasya scratched his scalp. �Georgy said that?�
�Sure. We�ve got a job to do nearby. He said why not meet here.�
Vasya nodded. �Okay, just be a few minutes then.� He vanished into the kitchen.
Tavik sat on a wooden chair at the table and looked over at Bunny. The man had discovered Vasya�s cat, a scrawny thing, gray fur dappled with white. Bunny scooped up the cat and cradled it in his arms. The smile on his face looked genuine for the first time Tavik could recall.
Is there some way I can kill the fucker without Lev finding out it was me?
�Play with the cat, Bunny,� Tavik said. �We might be here a while.�
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The air car flew lower than Tyoma had ever gone before in his life. As a scientist he�d always believed the work he did was for the betterment of humanity, so he was horrified at the revulsion he felt as the car drew closer to what the sky-dwellers often called The Muck.
The lowest classes were an abstraction for Tyoma, something to be discussed at a dinner party with a furrowed brow and empathy dripping from every word. His skin crawled at the thought of mingling with them. He was certain they would see him for one of the privileged sky-dwellers; they would rob him or beat him or perhaps even murder him. I should have hired some guards to accompany me. What�s the use of having so much money stashed away if I don�t use it when I need it?
The autodriver beeped to indicate it had arrived at the specified destination. Tyoma had ordered it not to park. He wanted a chance to scout the area before moving in. He knew from history vids that the statue of Yuri Dolgoruki had once been on Tverskaya Street, but during the reconstruction of the city center in the latter part of the last century, it had been relocated to Repin Park.
The air car hovered ten meters above the rubble of what had once been the Tretyakov Gallery. Tyoma could see the footbridge across the canal to Repin Park from here and the statue of Moscow�s founder standing across a gravel clearing from the statue of the painter Ilya Repin. Several people milled about in the park, but Tyoma couldn�t pick out Volodya or his captors.
He tapped the windshield and said, �Magnify this point here ten times.�
The view in the window enlarged and focused on the two statues. An elderly lady sat on a bench watching three young girls playing some game in a flower patch nearby, but there was no sign of Volodya. Tyoma scratched his head, unsure what to do next.
The area around the park was a no-fly zone, so he�d have to approach on foot. He looked at some of the pedestrians passing by on the street. They didn�t look so dangerous. A young man who had paused to look up at Tyoma�s car wore a thin suit made from clearly inferior material, but it was well kept nonetheless. Tyoma suddenly felt ridiculous about his earlier thoughts. It was a lovely sunny day out, with poplar fluff floating on a mild breeze, and everyone he could see looked to be simply enjoying the weather. Even the drably dressed kiosk vendors moved with an alacrity that Tyoma would never have imagined. Other than the rubble of the famous art museum, he couldn�t understand why ground level was called The Muck.
�Drop me off at the edge of the road here, then hover at the edge of the zone until I call you,� Tyoma said to the car.
The air car drifted down until it nearly touched the ground, and the door slid open. Tyoma climbed out and paused to think a moment. He fished in one of his coat pockets and examined the chip he withdrew to be certain it was the correct one, then hid it in a small pocket inside the liner of his coat.
�Go on,� he said. The door shut and the car hummed as it rose into the sky.
Tyoma took a deep breath and surveyed his surroundings, still half certain he would be attacked. No one seemed to be paying him any attention. He sighed and set off slowly in the direction of the park.
Are they watching me already? he wondered. Will they kill Volodya and me once they have the chips? He doubted anyone would do anything to stop an attack, and there was no sign of police anywhere about. What choice do I have? I can�t abandon Volodya.
He slowed some more as he neared the footbridge over the canal. The bridge was famous as a site where newlyweds had once come and placed locks on the small trees for luck, but this was clearly no longer the case. There were no small trees and no sign of locks.
Do people still get married? Tyoma tried to remember the last time he had been to a wedding. He scratched his goatee until he remembered: the wedding of Little Dima just after the turn of the century. It was a topic usually avoided by sky-dwellers, but virtual mates had all but killed off marriages among the wealthy. Did it affect the Muckers the same way? He knew many of the poor still clung to Orthodoxy, and the religious frowned heavily on substituting virtual reality for a true spouse.
Tyoma was about to step onto the bridge when he saw Volodya, leaning against a tree not far from Dolgoruki�s statue. Only two other men were near him, but neither of them was the man Tyoma had seen pointing a gun to Volodya�s head. They must be here somewhere.
A poplar seed floated into his eye, and Tyoma picked it out of his eyelash and set off across the bridge. Volodya stood up from the tree and raised a hand in greeting. Tyoma continued scanning the area as he approached.
�Where are they?� he said.
�Close enough,� Volodya said. �They didn�t want to scare you off.�
�It�s all I can do not to piss my pants.�
Volodya smiled wanly. �Look at us. When�s the last time we had a civilized conversation?�
�I converse politely with anyone who treats me with respect. You treat us all with disdain at the best of times.�
Volodya waved a hand. �You just read it that way. I was the youngest of four brothers, and our mother came from a very wealthy family. Competitiveness was drilled into me from an early age.�
Tyoma shook his head. �It goes far beyond that. You never hide your contempt for me.�
�Because you fight back,� Volodya said with a grin. �You�re the only one of the group who makes life interesting.�
�You�re unbelievable. Forty years and you have never been this forthright.�
�The cold muzzle of mortality has never been shoved in my face before,� Volodya said. �Ah, here they come now.�
The man Tyoma had seen on the vid screen was crossing the bridge. A shorter man trailed after him, smoking a sim-cig.
�How did this happen?� Tyoma said.
�The big ugly one was waiting outside my apartment door.�
�I wonder why security let him through?�
Volodya shrugged. �I asked him that and he laughed at me as if I�d told the funniest joke he�d ever heard.�
The two men came to a stop a few paces away. The big one smiled and held out a meaty paw. �The chip. Let�s make this quick and easy, okay?�
�You won�t hurt us?� Tyoma asked.
�I don�t give a shit about you,� the man said. �My boss wants the chip. If you stop jawing and hand it over, you have my word we won�t hurt you.�
Tyoma glanced at Volodya, who gave a slight shrug. If there had been just the one man, Tyoma had intended to try to pass off the mind scan chip in place of the combat chip. His only concern had been whether the man would insist that one of the scientists try it out first. With two men, he couldn�t risk the trick. Even if the man tried it and killed himself, the other would be there to exact revenge. Tyoma dug out the old combat chip and placed it in the big man�s palm.
The man held the card up to his eyes to read the label, then looked at Volodya. �This isn�t the number you told me.�
�Let me see it,� Volodya said. He read the tiny writing and gave Tyoma a wry smile. �You brought the latest version. I told him two point two.�
The man plucked the card from Volodya�s hand. �You lied to me, tried to cheat me. This is the latest? Two point four?�
Volodya and Tyoma nodded together.
The man glared at them for half a minute. �How do I know you aren�t lying to me?�
�Hey,� Tyoma said. �I did think about bringing an older chip, but I couldn�t take a chance you would know the truth and hurt us. That�s the right one, I swear.�
�You try it,� the man said, holding the card out to Tyoma.
Tyoma reached for it, but the man pulled it back. �What does it do? It�s a combat chip, right? Maybe��maybe you can kill us if you use it?�
Tyoma laughed. At the man�s angry look, he held up his hands to calm him. �Sir, please. If the cards could do that, don�t you think I would have worn it to the meeting? I�d have armed myself, too, for that matter. No?�
The shorter man stepped closer. �Come on, Alexei. The boss is waiting.�
Alexei scowled at his partner. �And what do you think Viktor will do if we bring him the wrong card? Huh?� He looked back at Volodya, then stepped forward and grabbed him by the shoulder.
Volodya opened his mouth, but Alexei shook him and said, �Don�t do it if you want to live. I just need to test this thing.� He reached forward and jammed the card into Volodya�s slot.
Nothing noticeable happened.
�Well,� Alexei said. �Why doesn�t it work?�
�What did you think would happen?� Volodya asked. �It only helps out reflexes and such during combat. It also provides information. You won�t see that it works unless you try it yourself.�
�You didn�t die, at least,� Alexei said, then held out his hand. �Give it back to me.�
Volodya ejected the card and handed it over.
Alexei looked skeptical. �This is the latest version? We find out you�re lying and we�ll kill you both.�
Tyoma felt an odd compulsion to tell them about the card in his car. Could they know somehow that this card was two versions old? Would it really hurt to give them the latest version? He tried to remember what exactly had been wrong with the version two point four cards. He wavered under Alexei�s glare and was just about to speak up when Volodya spoke first.
�That�s the latest.�
�Come on,� Alexei said, pocketing the card. �Let�s go.�
�You said you�d let us go,� Tyoma said.
�I said I wouldn�t hurt you. Anyway, we�ll let you go once I know the boss is happy with what you gave us. Now shut up and come along or I�ll break your nose.�
Volodya must have felt he was a safe distance away. �You don�t need both of us, do you?�
The big gangster�s face turned red, but his partner said, �Two is dead weight. We know where they live.�
Alexei spat on the ground and wagged a finger under Volodya�s nose. �You better not have fucked with us.� He grabbed Tyoma�s arm in a steely grip and steered him up the path toward the bridge.
Tyoma was dazed by the sudden turn of events. Why leave Volodya and take him? �Please don�t hurt me,� he whispered.
�Walk faster,� Alexei said. �Call the car, Oskar.�
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�Wait. Stop,� Zoya said. She pushed Marcus�s hand from her shoulder and slumped against the jamb of the door at the top of the stairwell. She ejected the card from her slot and held it out to Marcus. �Please��take this before I hurt someone else.�
Marcus stepped back, shaking his head. �Hurt someone? If you hadn�t done what you did, that man would have killed us without a second thought. I�m sure of it.�
Zoya slid into a crouch and rested her head against the doorframe. She let her hand drop to her side. �I can�t do this. I just want my life back the way it was.� Her eyes shone with unshed tears.
When Marcus opened his mouth to respond, she shook her head to cut him off. �No��I know how stupid that sounds. Everything is gone.�
�I�� Marcus began, then looked down at the floor for a moment before meeting Zoya�s eyes. �I lost my father and my mother. Not the way you did��but I can guess how you feel now. Give yourself time. Let�s help your uncle and your friends.� He proffered a hand.
Zoya rubbed her eyes, ignoring his hand. �I�m sorry about your parents, but everyone around me is dying. Please go away. I don�t want your help.�
Marcus�s face flushed, and he stepped into the stairwell. I�m so tired��and I�m starving. He tried to calculate the last time he had slept, but his mind wouldn�t work straight and he didn�t feel like asking his father. The idea of going to the embassy-provided apartment and sleeping for several days appealed to his exhausted mind. He looked back at the waifish girl with the ink-black hair. Despite everything, he didn�t want to leave her. He knew he had no chance with a beautiful girl like her, but if nothing else he wanted to keep seeing her. �You said every moment counted. You said they could die if you didn�t help them. If you don�t want my help, at least get up and go help them yourself.�
He began walking down the stairs, hoping that she might follow. If she did, he couldn�t hear it. �Father?�
�Yes.�
�Do you have any way of telling whether any more of these bad guys are around?�
�I can�t say for sure. There are surveillance cameras all over the place, but many of them are broken, and I can�t see everything.�
�Can you have the driver prepare the car? I don�t want to linger out in the open once I get downstairs.�
�I can��but Marcus, you should take the chip she offered. It may lead us��
�Are you kidding me? After all that�s happened, you�re still worried about your damned body?�
�Marcus.�
�No! I haven�t slept in ages. My body is literally shaking. If I leaned up against this wall here, I could fall asleep in seconds. And this poor girl back there has lost everything. I don�t want to hear any more about it.�
Marcus cut off the link to his father. He wanted to run down the stairs, but he was afraid that in this state he might stumble and break his neck. It took several minutes to wend his way down the stairs, and on the second floor landing he nearly tripped over a body lying across his path.
�Hey!� came a rasping voice, accompanied by the stench of alcohol. �Help me, friend.�
Marcus froze, thinking he had run into another gangster. The man had dried blood in his greasy hair and on his stained white undershirt. Even in normal times Marcus would have avoided such a person. He tried to gauge the jump to see if he could get by the man.
�The bitch tried to kill me,� the man said. �Take me to the hospital.�
�Call an ambulance,� Marcus said.
The man�s eyes opened wide and he laughed with a wheezing sound. �Foreigner, yes? I thought your accent was funny. Call what?�
�An ambulance.�
�Is that your word for taxi?�
�You don�t have ambulances here?� Marcus thought he might be able to leap past the man, as long as the guy didn�t reach out and grab him. �They come and take you to the hospital.�
The man groaned and put a hand to the bloody part of his head. �I think I heard of something like that. For the rich folk, right? Do I look rich to you? Please, friend. Don�t leave me here. My head�s fucked up.� His eyes widened suddenly, and he pointed past Marcus. �That�s her! That�s the bitch who did this to me.�
Marcus looked up the stairs and saw Zoya. She had halted and was glaring at the injured man.
�You�d be fine if you kept your hands to yourself,� she said. �Now go home. You�re not hurt that badly, and I don�t have time for any more of your crap.�
The man gave Marcus a pleading look. �You see? Call the police. She�s crazy.�
Marcus stepped over the man�s legs. �Let us pass and she won�t hurt you again.�
�You�re with her? You��
�I�ve had enough of men today!� Zoya pulled the gun from her waistband and pointed it at the floor near the man. �All of you!�
The man yanked his knees up to his chest and folded his arms around them. He looked away from the gun and mumbled something.
Zoya stalked by the man and stuffed the gun behind her back. She walked past Marcus like he wasn�t even there.
�Hey,� Marcus said. �Wait for me.� He scrambled down the steps after her.
He caught her as she cautiously opened the exit door and peered out.
�There�s a big black car right outside the door,� she said, hand reaching for the gun again.
�That�s my car,� Marcus said.
�Really? Then get in it and go.� She moved aside to let him pass by.
Marcus checked to ensure it truly was his car, then looked back at Zoya. �Do you have your own car?�
She tilted her head at him like he was being stupid.
Marcus blew out his breath. �What is it with you? I can help you reach your uncle or your friends much faster in a car. No?�
Her lips compressed into a thin line, and Marcus thought she wasn�t going to respond, but then she shook her head at him and said, �Oksana lives nearby. I don�t need a car to check on her.�
�Did I do something to you?� Marcus said. �I�m sorry if I did, but I really don�t��
�I don�t want to talk about it. If you insist on helping, then get on with it.�
Marcus nodded and opened the back door of the car to let her in.
�What�s the address?�
�No need,� Zoya said, pointing out a side window. �It�s that building over there.�
�She lives close.�
�We met playing in the courtyard as children.�
Marcus tapped the plastic separating them from the driver. The intercom crackled and the driver said, �Yes?�
�Can you take us to that building right there, where she�s pointing?�
�What�s the address?�
Marcus coughed. �It�s right there.�
�I need an address. I don�t drive this thing.�
�Then what are you here for?�
�To help you in any way necessary.�
Marcus blew out his breath. �What, like a valet or something? A guide?�
�If you wish,� said the driver.
Marcus turned to Zoya. �Can you just please give him the address?�
�I don�t know the address,� she said. �I�ve never needed to know it. Never gone there by car before.�
�Look,� the driver said. �I think I can manage it.�
�Brilliant,� Marcus said and slumped back into the deep leather seat with a sigh. �I�m beat.�
Nothing happened for another minute, and Marcus was about to suggest that walking might get them there faster when the car at last began to lift off. It turned slowly in the direction of the indicated building and began to glide forward.
Marcus looked over at Zoya through bleary eyes. It took all his concentration to keep them open. The look on Zoya�s face�fear? thoughtfulness?�made her seem more lovely than ever to Marcus. Had any woman ever before made him feel this way? Not that he could recall. Mother had been a beautiful person, but no one except Father would ever have called her pretty. Marcus had rarely had opportunity to interface with a young woman since schools had gone completely virtual in fourth grade. Robots or drones delivered most products to the apartment, and Marcus disliked taking walks in the brutal Phoenix heat. At least there had once been some pedestrian traffic to observe through the windows, until Meshing took its toll on even that.
Marcus snapped his eyes open and saw Zoya staring at him.
�You�re falling asleep,� she said.
He thought about denying it but realized she was right. He�d been awake and under stress for far too long, and he couldn�t resist the cool comfort of the plush seat.
�Go on,� she said. �I don�t need your help to check on Oksana. Get some rest and��
Whatever else she said blurred and vanished as sleep overtook Marcus.
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Zoya had always envied Oksana her ground floor apartment. Working elevators were all but nonexistent in the poorer parts of the city. Climbing ten flights of stairs each day grew wearisome. Nothing looked out of the ordinary as the air car skimmed in low over the perimeter wall of Oksana�s apartment building.
�Set it down here, please,� she told the driver, �but be prepared to leave in a hurry.�
�Is Mr.�Saenz sleeping?� The driver sounded annoyed at taking orders from her.
Marcus snored heavily, and she had no intention of waking him. �Look, you don�t need to wait for me. I�ll manage on my own if you drop me here.�
�Good,� the driver said. �I�ll bring Mr.�Saenz to his apartment.�
Zoya nodded at the face in the rearview mirror, opened the door, and stepped out onto the cracked pavement. She examined the area again, but still there was no sign of danger. Taking a deep breath, she jogged to the entrance door and punched the buzzer for Oksana�s apartment. Oksana had the place all to herself ever since her mother had passed away last year. Sad as it was to think it, Zoya�s ability to have Oksana�s mother cremated at no charge was probably the best gift she had ever been able to give her friend.
Her mind wanted to hum something, as was her habit most times when she was alone, but as much as she loved music, it should be the last thing on her mind given the way the day had gone. Then the moment she decided to push it from her mind, she found herself humming an appropriate song, Trouble by Cat Stevens.
She brushed away a poplar seed from her ear and continued to scan the parking lot. Why isn�t the car taking Marcus home? And why isn�t Oksana answering? Is she out? She pushed the buzzer again. After a few more seconds, she tapped in the security code and pushed through the wooden entrance door. Oksana�s apartment was the next to last one down the corridor to the right. Zoya ensured both corridors were empty before walking slowly down the hall to Oksana�s door. She jerked to a halt and grabbed the wall with one hand to steady herself when she saw that Oksana�s door was standing open a few centimeters.
Oh, God, not Oksana, too!
Zoya had to force herself to breathe, but she couldn�t make her body stop trembling. She felt frozen to the ratty carpet of the corridor, afraid to glance behind her, certain that her pursuers must even now be stalking up behind her. She heard nothing, either from the corridor or from the open apartment door.
What do I do? I can�t just stand here. Slowly she turned her head until she could view the hallway behind her. Empty. Sweat trickled into her eyes, and she rubbed an arm across her forehead. She remembered the gun, jammed into the waistband of her trousers, and she reached back for it. Its pebbled grip was reassuringly cool as she pulled it forth and aimed loosely at the crack in the apartment door.
�Oks�� She tried to call her friend�s name, but it came out as a wheezing croak, so she worked her mouth to generate some saliva. Licking her lips, she tried again in a loud whisper: �Oksana?�
Silence. She considered approaching the door, but her feet wouldn�t obey her orders. A metallic clack made her cry out and whirl around to point the gun down the corridor. No one was there, but the apartment door of Oksana�s neighbor opened. Zoya�s grip on the gun felt slick with sweat. Why didn�t you put the card in? You won�t hit anything this way.
A small dog yapped from the neighbor�s apartment, and an elderly man in a brown bathrobe stepped through the doorway. Zoya was so frightened she nearly pulled the trigger. The man looked at her and his eyes widened. He put both hands up, mumbled something inaudible, and stepped back into his apartment. The door slammed shut.
Zoya had stopped breathing and her lungs burned, but she couldn�t make her throat work. She opened and closed her mouth like a dying fish. Finally she gasped and sucked the stale corridor air into her burning lungs. Panting, she lowered the gun and turned back to Oksana�s door.
She stood for a full minute, trying to work up her courage before she remembered the card. With her free hand she searched her pocket until she found the smaller card, then slid it home into her slot. The effect wasn�t quite the shock to her system it had been the first two times. A row of data above her line of sight reminded her that the gun she held was a Gsh-18 pistol. When she focused her attention on the data, more gushed forth: the pistol was manufactured in 2083 using a civilian design from 2012; weight 470 grams; eighteen round magazine��she ignored the rest of the data for now.
Somehow the card had brought her galloping heart under control. She tried to step up to Oksana�s door, but instead she moved to the side closest to the knob. She didn�t enjoy the sensation of the card choosing her movements for her. For a moment she considered the idea that the card might cause her to shoot Oksana, but she recalled the yellow and red auras and decided that probably wouldn�t happen.
Was that a sound from the apartment? She listened intently but heard nothing. When she tried to think what the sound had been, she couldn�t say or even know for certain that it wasn�t simply her overactive imagination. She scanned the column of tactical options until she found one for urban warfare. When she selected it, a new row of options appeared. She mentally selected the choice for �apartment building�, followed by �door�metallic�, and �unlocked�, and continued making choices that seemed to fit her situation until the card seemed satisfied. Yes, she had a small mirror in the pouch in her solar jacket. No, she didn�t have any grenades or flash bangs. She didn�t know whether there were enemies inside or not, and yes, it was possible there might be friendlies. Without making a conscious decision to do so, Zoya�s free hand lashed out and shoved the door open. She stood hidden behind the wall for a couple of seconds, then dropped low and glanced through the doorway.
The entry hall looked normal�pegs on the wall holding coats, hats, and umbrellas; pictures of various family members on one wall; a stand-up mirror; open doorway into the empty kitchen; closed door on the left leading to the bedroom; and an open walkway to the right leading to the living room. The living room light was on.
Almost as quickly as she had knelt, Zoya regained her feet and pressed her back to the wall to study her tactical options again. The card didn�t offer much this time. She could call out, make a quick entry through the door, or change her mind about entering altogether. The top choice was to use the mirror. At first she thought it meant the small mirror in her pouch, until she understood it meant the mirror in the entry hall. As soon as the thought occurred to her, she spun across the gap of the doorway to the other side. From this angle she could see into the mirror, which reflected a small part of the living room. Both the ceiling light and a lamp were turned on, and she saw part of the dining table and one of the couches. Nothing else.
She wanted to cry out in frustration, but the card wouldn�t let her. What to do now? The living room was the obvious place to check, but it would mean leaving the bedroom door at her back. At least the door was closed; anyone in there would need to open it first to get at her. The living room it is, she decided, and as she took her first step and her heart began to pound, the world about her seemed to slow. She saw everything with the crystal clarity with which she had attacked the big thug in her own building. Gun held upright, she spun through the doorway. Using one wall of the entry hall to narrow the angles of sight any attacker might have, she leveled the gun into the living room and scanned every corner. No one��except�
�God! Oksana!�
Despite the ropes, the gag, the gaping, terrified eyes, it was clearly her friend bound to one of the wooden dining chairs. With recognition, the card placed a green aura about Oksana, and then flashed an insistent warning that she should check both the bathroom and the bedroom. Zoya ignored the warning and rushed toward her friend, only to find herself heading for the bathroom door instead. Goddamned chip! She halted and looked through the options the card gave her, and this time she noticed a little override option in the lower right corner of her vision. She chose it and cried out with relief when she could move freely again. Oksana made funny, muffled sounds through the gag, and her eyes were so large they sent a chill through Zoya.
�I�m here, Oksana,� she cried, and tears coursed down her cheeks. �Everything will be okay now.�
Oksana continued her hoarse cries and frantically shook her head. Zoya could only imagine the terror her friend had gone through. She wanted to remove the gag, but she felt compelled to look into Oksana�s eyes first and try to calm her somehow.
�Shhhh,� she said, and brushed a hand across Oksana�s sweaty brow. �I�ll remove the gag and�� Her breath caught in her throat in horror, and she yanked herself upward and away as Oksana began to thrash uncontrollably within her bonds. An angry red welt rose at the spot where she had brushed Oksana�s forehead. Oksana screamed continuously through the gag and shook so hard that the chair tumbled backward to the floor. Zoya was desperate to help in some way, but she had no idea what to do and even the card gave her no good options.
Oksana�s skin turned red all over and seemed to be moving in some way, crawling or sizzling, like the moment a frozen slice of bacon is first dropped onto a hot frying pan. Her eyes bulged crazily and turned crimson.
Zoya stuffed her fist in her mouth to stifle a scream. Her only thought was Oh God! over and over and over again.
A faint smell like rotten eggs filled the room. Over Oksana�s muffled screams Zoya heard something, the barest crackling sound, and this sound, too, seemed to be coming from Oksana. Then Oksana�s left eye burst from its socket and ran, like a soft-boiled egg, across her nose.
Zoya threw herself backward and vomited on the carpet. She heard Oksana continue to thrash behind her, but there were no more muffled screams. She vomited again, and then retched and retched until her throat was raw with pain. There was only silence now from Oksana. Zoya rolled onto her side and pulled her knees to her chest, her body racked with sobs. She�d never for even one instant wanted to keep these blasted cards from Tavik, yet the bastards never gave her an honest chance to hand them over and instead continued to murder everyone she held dear. And what the hell had they done to Oksana?
She rocked and rocked on the floor for what felt like hours before she became aware of a reddish glow through her tear-blurred eyes. She choked off another shuddering sob and gasped for air, knuckling the tears from her eyes with both hands��and before her, outlined in red, stood the short mobster with the long leather coat, a smirk plastered to his unshaven face.
No! No more! she thought, and held her hands up toward the man in silent surrender. I can�t take any more of this.
�Very artistic, yes?� the man said in a conversational tone, as if he were speaking about the weather. Zoya didn�t know what he meant until he nodded his head toward the place where Oksana lay. �You didn�t like it?�
Zoya wiped mucus from her mouth with the back of one hand and shook her head at the incomprehensible horror of what was happening.
The man sighed and held his hands up in a shrug. �I came up with it myself. You see, we use just a touch of it to, well, to extract information from reluctant, uh, customers. Never used a full syringe before.�
He stared silently at Zoya for a minute, apparently expecting some reaction from her. Eventually he put on a perplexed expression and leaned toward her. �Aren�t you at all curious about it? It was the warmth of your touch that triggered it. Would you like to try it? I don�t have another full amount, but I have enough��
�Shut up, you��monster,� Zoya gasped. �She was�� Her eyes welled up again, but through her fresh sobs she found her voice. �Why do this? I never wanted your cards. I�d have handed them over any time if you�d only given me a chance. My mother. My brother. Why?�
The man listened carefully and frowned in thought when Zoya finished. �We never meant to hurt your mother. I wasn�t there, but I�m told it was Bunny. Sorry.� He held a hand out as if to help her stand. �Anyway, if you�re so eager to give them up, please��it just might save the rest of your family and friends.�
�What�� Zoya said, trying again to stifle her weeping. �What did you do to her?�
The man looked at Oksana�s body, then back at Zoya and grinned. �Nanobots. Programmed them specially for the old man. He likes creativity in his subordinates. Inject these in the blood stream and an outside touch can set them off. A small number of them will hurt like nothing ever felt before. A whole injection��well, I think the bots boiled her blood. What do you think?�
Zoya knew she should be horrified anew, but her mind was racing. She saw the Gsh-18 half a meter away hidden from the man�s view by the corner of the couch. She really had wanted to hand over the damned cards, all the way up till now. These bastards had gone too far, and the card in her slot was blinking a ninety percent chance that she could get the drop on her enemy. The thought was all she needed.
Time slowed with the pounding of her heart as her hand went for the pistol. The man�s eyes widened, and ever so slowly his hand reached into the breast of his coat. He never had a chance. Zoya put a bullet directly through his forehead and watched his dark blood spatter the ceiling and the wall behind him. She was heading for the exit before the man�s body hit the floor.
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Seeing The Pyramid up close was unsettling for Tyoma. When he had pensive moods, which was often, he would listen to jazz while standing at the wall screen of his seventy-ninth floor apartment and gaze down at the brilliantly lit monstrosity that now filled the air car�s entire view screen. No buildings in Moscow could rival the size of the central skyscrapers, but The Pyramid made up for its lack of great height with ostentatious audacity. The glittering pyramid that gave the casino its name straddled the Moskva River near Gorky Park, while the twin arms of the accompanying hotel towered more than a hundred stories into the sky, curving upwards like a warped horseshoe or the claws of some grand alien crustacean.
Tyoma had always admired the view��from a safe distance. He knew, of course, that the casino was run by Lev Abramovich Romanishin, one of the two most powerful mob leaders in the city. Who else could force the city government to grant The Pyramid exclusive gambling rights within all of Russia while outlawing online betting? Who else could keep such a vast open area like Gorky Park free of refugees when such land was so desperately needed by the authorities? The only real question Tyoma�s friends had when discussing Romanishin was: did the Russian government control the mobster, or was it the other way around?
The shorter thug, Oskar, puffed vapor from his sim-cig and grinned at Tyoma. �You ever been here before? If not, you�re gonna love it.�
The air car dropped steadily toward a dark mouth in one side of the pyramid. Tyoma held a hand up to his eyes to shield them from the nearly blinding lights that flashed silver and blue from every pane of the structure.
�No, I�ve never been here,� he murmured.
�Don�t like to gamble, huh?� Oskar said.
Tyoma glanced sideways at the gangster. �You chat like this with all your kidnap victims?�
Oskar pulled the sim-cig from his mouth and laughed. �I like you, old man. Most people we bring in to see Viktor blubber like babies, weeping and begging and making me sick.� He held a hand up and clenched it. �I just wanna punch them bloody. Come on! Be funny some more.�
Tyoma scowled and clenched his jaw. The air car skimmed silently through the entrance to the parking garage and settled into an empty spot in a row of similar cars.
The big mobster, Alexei, was the first to leap out as the doors slid upward. He glared at Tyoma and jerked a thumb toward a nearby doorway. �Come on. Out!�
Tyoma sidled out of the door, but his foot caught on the edge and he would have sprawled onto the concrete if Alexei hadn�t grabbed him and yanked him up by his jacket.
�You�re clumsy, grandpa,� Alexei said. �Now go on, walk.� He propelled Tyoma toward the doorway with a shove, and Tyoma had to catch himself on the wall to keep from falling.
�You ever heard of treating your elders with respect, young man?� Tyoma said.
Alexei grabbed Tyoma again and guided him through the doorway. �I�d respect you right off the edge of the building if I didn�t think Viktor might like to see you.�
The smaller mobster chuckled. �You wouldn�t be the first person he�s tossed off a building today.�
The corridor was dimly lit and the stench of stale alcohol wafted up from the green shag carpet. To the right Tyoma heard the sounds of the casino�tinkling, ringing, buzzing, laughter, and shouts of dismay or glee. Alexei snatched his arm and tugged him in the opposite direction, toward a tube lift. The big man waved Oskar in first and then sandwiched Tyoma into the middle before saying to the wall speaker: �All the way up.�
Tyoma barely felt movement as the lift began to glide upward. �Why do you need me? You have what you were after. I can�t do anything more for you.�
�Have to guarantee you gave us the right merchandise,� Oskar said. �I kind of hope you didn�t; I love watching Viktor when he goes to work on someone.�
It was stifling in the small lift with the two goons pressed up against Tyoma. He nudged Alexei in the back to try to gain some space. �Have you ever considered taking an interest in something other than threatening or intimidating people? Take up body surfing in Thailand perhaps?�
Oskar grunted. �You behind the times, grandpa? Don�t need to leave your couch to do things like that.�
�Ah, that�s right,� Tyoma said. �Reality is pass�.�
�We get plenty of reality every day,� Alexei said. �And then we can go home and create an even better one.�
�What are young fellows like you doing here? Shouldn�t you be off fighting in the war?�
�You really are an idiot. What�s that word?� Oskar snapped his fingers several times. �Naive! That�s it. Only the powerless waste their lives doing stupid shit like that.�
The lift stopped and the big gangster stepped out into a small tiled vestibule with two leather benches lining the walls to either side of a single steel doorway. Oskar propelled Tyoma onto one of the benches, while Alexei stood in front of the door and spread his arms wide. Tyoma couldn�t see what scanned him, but a few moments later Alexei stepped aside and waved Oskar forward to receive the same scan. Then it was Tyoma�s turn. He wanted to get all of this over with, whatever was coming, so he jumped up and mimicked the stances he�d seen the two goons use. He felt a pulse of warmth pass through his body and his spine tingled. The door in front of them slid upward, revealing an oddly-angled but richly appointed room. One wall sloped inwards to the ceiling. Another was set as a full-length window to watch the approaching sunset through the towering thicket of skyscrapers that made up the city center. The breathtaking view showed Tyoma that the room must be at, or at least near, the apex of the pyramid.
A cough from Oskar snapped Tyoma�s attention back to the room. The two gangsters stood at loose attention, facing a long scarlet and gold divan on which sat a horrifying man, if indeed he was a man at all. The figure wore an expensive dark suit over his slender but muscle-corded body, but his face��his face looked like something out of an ancient sci-fi horror vid. From chin to forehead it seemed to be titanium or some similar metal. The teeth were sharp and grinned like a bare skull, and the eyes were tiny disks that flashed vivid blue-white light as they moved.
�We got it, boss,� Alexei said.
The monstrous man rose smoothly and held out a hand to take the card from the gangster. Tyoma was surprised at how normal and mellow�almost kind�the voice sounded from the robotic death mask that was the man�s face.
�At last. The general will be pleased.� The man turned his frightening eyes on Tyoma. �I am Viktor. Please sit.� His arm indicated a comfortable-looking armchair to the left of the divan.
Tyoma found it difficult to pull his eyes away from Viktor�s face, so he used one hand to guide himself into the chair.
�Yes,� Viktor said, tracing a finger down the side of his titanium jaw. �Always the face. I was a soldier, you see, when I was young. You�re old enough to remember. Twenty ninety-eight, just as our government was beginning to piece itself back together after the Dark Times. My patrol triggered a dragon mine near Chisinau. I was one of the few survivors, though whether you�d consider that lucky or not�� He waved a hand at his robotic mask of a face. �For a year, when I�d surface from the drugs, the only thing I begged of them was to kill me. The pain never quite leaves, you know. Well, let�s talk of pleasanter things, shall we? How did you fare during the Dark Times?�
Tyoma forced his eyes away from Viktor�s and stared out the window as he called up memories he�d sooner forget. �I was hidden away in a bunker most of those years. We heard what went on outside, of course, survival of the fittest and all that. I was lucky. Had a few professors from the university amongst our survivors, and with little else to alleviate the boredom, they spent their time teaching us. Twenty ninety-eight? We�d just emerged from our sanctuary the year before, having heard the city was relatively safe again. I was picked out right away as one of the star pupils and put to work for the government.�
�Where you�ve been toiling ever since, yes?� Viktor said. �Building better war machines?�
�My interest was in coding,� Tyoma said. �Working on their projects gave me nearly free rein to pursue my own interests.�
�And that leads us to this.� Viktor held up the combat card and his eyes locked onto Tyoma�s. �Does this work properly? Is it the finished version?�
Tyoma�s skin crawled as the metallic eyes flashed red before returning to steely blue. He felt like Viktor could read his mind, and he had an urge to admit the card was an older version. He shoved the urge aside. �There are always more improvements to make, but this is the latest, yes.�
�The general will want to test it. I�m sure he�d like to keep you around to answer any questions he might have.�
�Why do you kowtow to General Andreykin?�
The steely teeth parted for a moment and emitted a croaking laugh. �We get what we need from the general, and in return we sometimes get him what he needs.�
�We�ve always been straight with the generals,� Tyoma said. �It�s not right to turn over projects that are not fully tested. These combat cards are��
Viktor waved a hand in dismissal. �You scientists, always such perfectionists. Surely you can understand that to the military time can be more important than perfection? And you said it yourself, you will always see something you think needs improvement. As far as the general is concerned, he thinks you�ve had more than enough time.�
It was easier when Tyoma didn�t need to lie at all. �In the little testing we�ve managed to do with that card, we�ve already encountered some serious flaws. General Andreykin will not want to use these in their current state. We must be allowed to improve them.�
�You know,� Viktor said with a shrug, �I don�t really care. The general wants this from me. I�m giving it to him. You may try to convince him to grant you more time. It�s time to let you speak to my brother. The general should join you shortly. Come, lie back and make yourself comfortable.�
Tyoma was confused for a moment, until he saw the zip-cable in the arm of his chair.
�That�s right,� Viktor said. �Jack yourself in. The firewall scan will take longer than you would normally expect. My brother is��let�s say��protective, perhaps even paranoid.�
�He�s a Mesher?�
The croaking laughter again. �I wouldn�t use that term, though it�s understandable you�d see it that way. He has his own private reality, not because he�s an addict, but because he can live no other way. Lev is one of the tiny percentage of people who is highly allergic to nanobots, and one of an even tinier percentage who managed to survive what they did to him.�
�Where is he?� Tyoma said.
�Come on, jack up now. You�ll still be able to talk while the scan runs.�
Tyoma tugged out the cable and clicked it into place in his slot. An access request flashed momentarily until Tyoma granted permission for the scan to begin. Involuntarily Tyoma gasped as he recognized the type of firewall Lev used. This was not the type of protection that came standard with most slot interfaces, the type that had allowed him to backdoor into the general�s mind. No, this firewall was the best of the best, better even than the specialized one protecting the top secret military research out at the dacha. The source code for this one was designed by Javier Saenz, the American genius behind the sentry routines that had freed the Web from viruses and spam two decades ago. There was no way Tyoma was going to be able to break through this one.
�That�s better,� Viktor said and then sat on the edge of the nearby coffee table. �My brother�s body is more highly guarded than any gold in Russia. Stuffed away in a vault that could withstand a nuclear blast, in fact. He has a state-of-the-art bed��I call it a coffin myself, but then I have a rather macabre sense of humor. This,� he pointed at the zip-cable, �is the only way to see him.�
�How will the general join us? Surely he won�t allow himself to sit unprotected in one of these chairs while he enters virtual?�
Viktor clacked his jagged teeth together. �Do you feel uncomfortable going under with us here watching? The general has his guards, but you are right, he�s not happy with the idea of lying exposed in front of us. We have some special beds in the wall over there for VIP�s. They slide out of the wall just like in the morgues you see in vids.�
Tyoma�s eyelids began to droop and he knew he was about to slip into Lev�s virtual world. He saw Viktor slide the combat card into an interface on the coffee table just before everything went white.
He waited.
He�d spent years of his life in virtual worlds, primarily within his favorite Medieval fantasy sim Swords and Scrolls, and it never took so long for something to happen. Then it struck him that the whiteness wasn�t pure. There were layers. He glanced down and realized that he could glance down. Tentatively he took a step forward. The floor, if it could be called a floor, was solid. I�m standing, he thought, though he�d been seated in the real world.
A disembodied voice said, �How would you like me to appear?�
�Huh?�
�How about this?� came the voice, and in a blink Vera stood before him, smiling and wearing his favorite lingerie. �Will this work?�
Tyoma blinked. It was disconcerting to hear the deep, smooth voice coming from her perfect lips. He attempted to speak, but his throat seized up and he coughed several times instead before he finally found his voice. �No, not her. Are��are you reading my mind or something? How do you know about her?�
Vera vanished and was immediately replaced by a familiar-looking man, pleasant faced with sandy hair and arresting blue eyes. �We do our homework, Mr.�Grachev,� the man said in English with a soft British accent.
Now Tyoma recalled where he�d seen the man. It was Peter O�Toole from one of his favorite old vids. �Why are you doing this? I thought you wished to examine our combat card?�
�I just want you to be comfortable,� the man said. �I don�t know what I would look like if I were healthy, so I tend to take on whatever form I think will be pleasant for my visitors. When my men combed through your flat, one of the tidbits they reported back was that you admire this actor. If this disturbs you, tell me what form you would like me to take.�
�What did your men do to my apartment?�
�Nothing that you�ll notice. It�s standard operating procedure.�
�Mr.�Romanishin��
�Please call me Lev. Let�s make this friendly, okay? Or do you prefer formalities?�
�Lev�� Using the first name felt wrong to Tyoma�s tongue. �You, ah��you and your brother seem a bit��urbane to be mobsters. Not like I imagined you�d be.�
Peter O�Toole�Lev�pressed his palms together and smiled broadly. �Thank you, Artyom. May I call you Artyom?� He barely waited for Tyoma�s nod before continuing. �Our mother, Viktor�s and mine, was an actress, you see. I suppose you might say we were raised in a rather theatrical atmosphere. Then things began to go wrong for our family. When the first mandatory nanobot injections were issued, I barely survived, and I never really recovered. Do you have any idea what it�s like to have a perfectly functioning mind trapped in a husk of a body?�
Tyoma understood that Lev didn�t require a response, so he simply stood still and waited for him to go on.
�And before Viktor could do anything to help me, he was drafted and sent off to the Moldovan front. You saw what happened there. His face melted. He was blinded. It should have been the end for our family. Like so many millions during the Dark Times we should have faded into oblivion. Fortunately for us, our mother was quite a good actress. She managed to hook herself a new husband��a very powerful husband given that he became one of the first Duma members under the reconstructed Russian government. His wealth, his power, gave us new possibilities.
�Ah, but you don�t need our life histories. Let�s just say that Viktor, despite his pain and humiliation, had ambition and resourcefulness. And he had my mind. It was all I had, after all, and given a proper interface�� Lev waved a hand around at the whiteness. ��my mind could be put to use.�
�You couldn�t have chosen to do something decent with your talents?� Tyoma said.
Lev gave a melodramatic sigh. �Viktor was far too bitter. He raged at life. He needed an outlet for his anger. I tried my best to direct his venom into something useful. You can see, he�s calmed down considerably.�
�I�ve heard stories,� Tyoma said.
Lev flashed Peter O�Toole�s brilliant teeth. �He still needs to vent every so often. Who can blame him?�
Tyoma peered around at the whiteness. �Must it be this way? Can�t we��
A large, cluttered, very British room appeared. Tyoma gaped down at his immaculately tailored trousers, his shoes half-buried in a plush carpet. He looked up at Lev and saw that O�Toole�s clothing had changed to a comfortable ruby bath robe, and he held a tea cup in one hand.
�Have a seat,� Lev said, and seated himself on a high-backed wooden chair. �Tea?�
A similar chair was just behind Tyoma, so he sat. Though he knew it wasn�t real, he decided tea was just the thing to help calm his nerves. A china cup steamed on the end table next to his chair. He realized he was ravenous; there had been no time to eat lunch earlier and it was close to dinner time now. He considered asking for something to eat, but since it wouldn�t be real, it seemed pointless.
Lev sipped his tea, then leapt up from his chair. �Ah, General Andreykin! Good of you to join us.�
Tyoma turned to see the bald general stride into the center of the room in full uniform, colorful ribbons and medals flashing across his chest. The general met his gaze and scowled.
�You couldn�t have made him better looking?� Tyoma said to Lev.
�He told me you were a funny man,� Lev said with a grin. �Well, he wasn�t quite so polite.�
General Andreykin held out his hand. �Let�s get this over with. Why did you bring me back in here? Viktor could have given me the card and sent me on my way.�
�What fun would that be, general?� Lev said. �I miss having good company.�
The general flicked a glance at Tyoma. �Looks like you�re still missing it.�
Lev chuckled. �General, I do believe you made a joke.�
�His face didn�t even shatter,� Tyoma added.
�Enough,� the general said, his voice barely above a whisper. �Tell me you have a good reason to bring me here.�
Seeing the general gave Tyoma an idea, though he wasn�t sure what he could accomplish with it. His group had been unsure how they might need to influence the general�manipulate him? Kill him? Drive him insane?�so back on the compound when Tyoma had backdoored his way through the general�s wireless firewall, Tyoma had inserted a bundle of code worms that he could trigger wirelessly, each worm with its own purpose. Now that the general�s mind was interfaced with Lev�s sanctuary, Tyoma was intrigued at the possibilities. His worms were passive packages and custom-built, so Lev�s firewall hadn�t detected them. The hard part was figuring out if one could be useful and then triggering it; it isn�t easy to have your mind immersed in a virtual world and at the same time manipulate your body. Tyoma had had only a little practice with dividing his mind in such a way. Which worm might have an effect on Lev?
�Are you okay there? You�re staring off into space.�
Tyoma snapped out of his reverie and looked at Lev. �Sorry, I was just wondering exactly what you have in mind with me?�
�Ah, so you missed everything I just told the general? I�m giving you to him as insurance that the card we gave him is the correct one. Surely you can be of some assistance in testing it.�
Tyoma kept examining and discarding each of his code worms in turn; with his own mind meshed with Lev�s virtual reality, each worm would do as much damage to himself as it would to the others. He reached the last worm, one meant to infect a firewall�s defenses, corroding them subtly in a manner that should eventually render the firewall useless without setting off any alarms. But what use is that in this situation?
He found himself nodding, and Lev seemed to take this as an affirmation and went back to speaking with General Andreykin. Tyoma focused on one of Lev�s cerulean eyes and concentrated on trying to reach his body�s wireless interface outside in the real world. Sweat trickled from his hairline and he felt his face flush with exertion. At first he wasn�t sure if he had managed it, but he tried ordering a scan of nearby wireless connections and was relieved when he began seeing responses. His nose began to itch, threatening to break his focus, so he strained his mind further to maintain the tenuous link to his physical body. The list of available wireless signals lined the right side of his vision. With tremendous effort he picked out the name Andreykin from the list and activated the backdoor feed he�d inserted earlier in the day. One more task; don�t lose it now! He heard a voice speaking to him, but he forcefully ignored it and reached through the tunnel to the cache of worms. Two more heartbeats and he found the one he wanted and activated it, then allowed himself to collapse back into his virtual self, panting and shaking with exertion.
�What the hell is going on with you, Artyom?� Lev said, a suspicious look on Peter O�Toole�s face.
�A panic attack, most likely,� General Andreykin said with a sneer. �He knows he�ll pay for all his smart ass remarks.�
Tyoma got his breathing under control and nodded. �I�m not used to such treatment. I�ll do whatever you need, and then please let me go home.� He knew it was just his imagination, but he felt the worm digging away at his own firewall. I�ll need to replace it once I get a chance, he thought. If I ever do get a chance. It felt like nothing more than spite to wreck Lev�s firewall; Tyoma could see no practical use for his actions.
Lev had turned back to the general. �So, how do you want to do this?�
The general screwed up his mouth in thought for a few seconds. �Keep him locked someplace safe for a few hours. I�ll send a team to collect him once I�m ready.�
�Very good,� Lev said and stood up. �I�ll pass instructions to my brother, and��well, I suppose if all goes as it should, we won�t be needing to see each other for quite some time, eh general?�
General Andreykin glared at Lev. �Let�s hope not.�
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Tavik drained his teacup and placed it on the chipped saucer on the table. Vasya was seated across from him, sipping his own tea, which he�d freshened up with a splash of vodka. Tavik looked over at Bunny, still seated on the couch playing with the cat.
�Your tea�s getting cold, Bunny,� he said.
Bunny ignored him and went on stroking his slab of a hand across the cat�s fur.
�Dammit!� Tavik said. �Where the hell is he? It�s been an hour at least.� He had sold Vasya a yarn about them needing to help Georgy do some work down the block.
�More tea?� Vasya said.
Tavik shook his head.
�How about a game of chess?� the old man asked. They had played a few times during visits with Georgy, and as senile as Tavik considered the man to be, he had to admit the man played a mean game of chess.
�Yeah, sure. Why the hell not?�
Vasya shuffled off and returned a minute later with a wooden board and bag with pieces. He began placing the white pieces on his own side of the board.
Tavik grinned. �Yeah, you go ahead and take white, you old codger. I�m gonna wipe the board with you this time.� He quickly set up the black pieces.
With a shaky hand, Vasya moved his king pawn up two squares.
�Same move every time, old man,� Tavik said. He�d always replied by advancing his own king pawn two squares, but this time he pushed it ahead only a single space. �Heh! Viktor showed me a new defense. What do you say to that?�
Vasya shrugged. �Nothing new about the French Defense.� He moved his queen pawn up two.
�It�s new to me,� Tavik muttered. He was about to move his own queen pawn when he heard a light snapping sound.
�Oops.�
Tavik froze with his hand hovering over his pawn. He�d never heard Bunny speak before, hadn�t even known the man could speak. He swiveled toward the couch.
�Aw, fuck, Bunny! How could you do that?�
Bunny had a puzzled look on his face. The cat dangled from his enormous fist, its neck clearly broken. Bunny�s face crinkled as he said, �Uh oh.� He reached out his other hand to pet the cat�s head.
�Oh!� Vasya cried and leapt from his chair, his arms outstretched toward the cat. �Oh, oh!�
Tavik jumped up to intercept Uncle Vasya but missed. �Bunny, no!�
He saw the confused look on Bunny�s face transform to rage as the old man�s hands tried to tug the cat away from him. Bunny blasted up from the couch and slammed an open palm up under Vasya�s chin with all his brute strength. Vasya flew across the room, smashed into the wall, and slumped like a rag onto the carpet.
Tavik clapped his hands to his head. �Ah, Bunny! Is there anyone you won�t kill today?�
Bunny retrieved the dead cat from the floor where he�d dropped it and sat back down on the couch.
Tavik scurried over to Vasya and knelt down to feel for a pulse in his neck. Nothing. Tavik shook his head and stood up again. �At this rate Zoya�s never going to marry me.� He glared at Bunny. The cat was splayed across Bunny�s lap. The huge man was stroking the poor thing�s fur. Tears ran down Bunny�s face.
�You�re unbelievable,� Tavik said. �You�re perfectly content to murder people, but you fall to pieces over an animal.� He walked back to the table and looked at the chess set. No more games with Uncle Vasya.
His wireless beeped. It was Boris, so he accepted the link. �Is she here?�
�Nah, boss. It�s some��some guy. He wants to speak with you.�
�What are you talking about? What guy?�
Even via the mind link Boris gave the impression of being nervous. �Boss, I don�t know. This guy comes right up on my wireless and I didn�t even give him permission. He was just there all of a sudden. I never knew anyone could do that.�
�Huh,� Tavik said. �Maybe it�s the general. I bet they could do it, but why call you instead of me directly?�
�No idea. Should I give him your number when he calls back?�
Tavik thought for a few seconds. �No. If this guy doesn�t have my number, fuck him. Keep watching for the girl.�
�Yes, boss.� The link broke.
Tavik nearly leapt out of his skin as a strange voice appeared in his head: �What name do you have besides �boss�?�
The hair rose on Tavik�s arms. �Who the fuck are you and how did you get in my head?�
�You can call me Mr.�Saenz. I�ve been looking for you all day.�
�Go on.� Tavik dropped onto the chair, his arm accidentally knocking the tea cup over.
�I�ll do so once you tell me your name. I�d rather know with whom I am speaking.�
�You telling me you can break into my head but you can�t read my mind?�
�It doesn�t work that way. I can access your wireless because I�m the one who wrote the source code for most firewalls, and I always built backdoors into my code, but that doesn�t let me access the data in your mind. So, what�s your name?�
�What do you want from me?�
There was an electronic sigh across the interface. �How did you ever become a boss? I want your name.�
�Fuck you! You want my name, you tell�� The world went pitch black. Tavik slapped his hands to his eyes. �Fuck! What did you do? I can�t see!�
�I can do worse than that. Would you like further examples?�
Sweat poured down Tavik�s face. �No! Please, I�m sorry. Let me have my eyes back. My name�s Tavik.�
The world blinked back into its proper place, and Tavik let out a big sigh.
�That�s better,� said the odd voice. �Now don�t try my patience again.�
�Thought you said you couldn�t access my mind?�
�I can�t access the data in your mind. Your slot interface directly accesses all of your senses. How do you think virtual reality works via your wireless? Those oh-so-real-seeming slatterns you enjoy when you get home? Anything that runs through your slot I can control.�
�What did you say your name was again?�
�Mr.�Saenz.�
�What kind of accent is that?�
�Foreign.�
�What��what can I do for you?�
�I met one of your people at the apartment of one Zoya Drozdova. I�m sure you know the place.�
�Okay. You a friend of hers?�
�No. There was a data card plugged into a Web connection in that apartment. I believe you know the card of which I speak.�
�If you�re one of the general�s men, I�m already��
�What general? Is he the owner of the card?�
Tavik�s mind raced. Not with the general. Who the hell is this guy? �What do you want with the cards?�
�I don�t care about the cards. I want to know who created them.�
�How did you find me?�
�I told you, I ran into one of your men. From his slot I was able to trace the last few calls he made, which led me to your pal, Boris. Boris suggested some unpleasant things I could do to myself, but then he was kind enough to place a call to you. Got it?�
�You can trace things that fast, huh? And just break through any firewall?�
�Any firewall made from my code. Well, I�m sure I could get through others, but that could take some time. So, tell me who made the cards.�
�I�ll tell you. Sure, why not? What will you do for me?�
�How about I don�t kill you?�
Tavik�s heart lurched in his chest.
�Look, I�m in a hurry,� Mr.�Saenz said. �You�re looking for this girl Zoya, right? Well, I can tell you where she is. Just tell me where I can find the people who made the cards.�
�Fair enough,� Tavik said. �You�re the one with the power. You�ve already shown me what you can do to me. Tell me how I can find Zoya, and I swear I�ll tell you what you want to know.�
�Done. I stalled the air car she was using near the apartment building of her friend, not far from her own building. You know the place?�
�Oksana�s? One of my guys is there.�
�If you say so. She�s still inside right now. Do what you want, but let me tell you this�my son Marcus is in the air car. You so much as touch him and you�ll die painfully, got it?�
�Sure, no problem. I don�t care about anything but her.�
�Don�t think I can�t monitor every move you make. You leave Marcus alone.�
�I got it. Okay, I don�t know any names. I just know the location of the compound where these guys do their work.�
�Feed the map through your slot so I can see it.�
It took a minute for Tavik to calm himself down enough to create a mental image of the military compound where the scientists worked. �There, you got it?�
�Yes, as long as you�re not lying to me.�
�You kidding? After what you did to me you think I�d mess with you?�
�I�ve seen enough stupid people in this world to never doubt the levels to which they can sink. Anyhow, hopefully we�ll never need to speak again, so long as these coordinates are correct and you leave my son alone.�
Tavik looked over at Bunny, who seemed oblivious to everything that had happened and was still stroking the dead cat. �If anything happens to your son, it won�t be my doing, I promise you.�
The connection was already severed.
Tavik leapt to his feet. �Bunny, come on or stay here and pet your cat, I don�t give a damn, but I�m going now!� He headed out the door without pausing to see if Bunny would follow.
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Marcus woke with a start. Light streamed in through tinted windows close on either side, confusing him since his mind told him he was in his own bed in the apartment back in Phoenix. He shook his head to clear the fog, and it all came crashing back��the horrible rocket ride to Russia; being attacked by a huge thuggish man and saved by a strange and beautiful woman, who had flowed down the corridor and attacked like some fantastic ninja; dragging the man into her apartment; watching that woman shoot the man like a deadshot Clint Eastwood from an ancient cowboy vid. He shivered. More had happened to him in the past few hours than in his entire previous life, and all he wanted was for things to return to the way they had been. He wanted to be home in Phoenix, mopping his mother�s brow and soothing her, arguing with his father about what kind of future he might have in a dying country.
Car��I�m in a car, he remembered. The leather of the seat creaked and gave off a comforting smell as Marcus sat up, stretching his arms and yawning. His stomach grumbled, his head ached, and he needed to relieve himself. The driver stood outside, leaning against the nose of the vehicle, smoking a sim-cig. Marcus told the car to open the door, but nothing happened, so he fumbled for a minute until he figured out how to pop the override handle and push the door up. He scrambled out and hesitantly approached the driver, who blew out a vapor cloud and smirked at him.
Marcus double-checked the pronunciation from the translator before he spoke. �Is this where I�m staying?� He scanned the crumbling apartment buildings that formed a U-shape around the parking lot. �I thought it would be more modern.�
The driver shook his head. �This is where your girlfriend wanted to go. Now the car won�t work. Complete power failure. You ever seen anything like that?�
Marcus shook his head.
The driver went on, �No worries. I called for another car. They�re busy at the moment, but one should arrive soon.� He put the sim-cig to his mouth and sucked in a deep breath.
�What�s that do for you?� Marcus pointed at the slim steel cartridge in the driver�s mouth. He knew what a sim-cig was in theory, but he�d never known anyone to use them. Smoking had been outlawed by the Global Council nearly two decades ago, and in America West the Mormon government had ruthlessly enforced the ban.
The driver looked at him sideways, his eyebrows raised like Marcus had asked the dumbest question in the world. He held the sim-cig out and looked at it, his mouth drawn down in a frown. �Like cigarette, yeah? No real tobacco in Russia since the Dark Times.�
Marcus knew how they worked. The tube was filled with tiny pellets filled with short-life nanobots. Draw in a breath on the end of the tube and it split a pellet and allowed you to suck the nanobots into your lungs. When you breathed out, the remnants of the nanobots were expelled in a sort of vapor, also meant to simulate smoking. �I heard there are different kinds.�
He�d heard there were simulators for everything from marijuana to cocaine and more, even ones for sexual arousal, though considering the prevalence of virtual mates why anyone would need the latter was beyond him.
The driver looked disgusted. �Maybe in the West with all your fancy habits. In Russia we smoke cigarettes.� He spat onto the pavement.
Marcus thought it was interesting how fast the man had dropped the polite formality of his chauffeur act. Perhaps it was being trapped down on ground level with a dead air car, babysitting a spoiled foreigner.
Fluffy white things floated on the breeze, piling in small drifts on the concrete. �What is this stuff?�
The driver rolled his eyes and spoke a small word that Marcus�s card translated as �poplar seeds�.
�This happen a lot here?�
�Every summer.�
He was about to speak to his father when there was a shout from his right. Zoya burst from the doorway of the apartment building, eyes wild, gun in her hand.
�Get in the car!� she cried. �Why are you still here?� She skidded to a halt by the rear of the vehicle and said, �Door open.�
�It doesn�t work,� Marcus said. �Are you being chased?�
Zoya glared at the door that refused to slide up, then looked at Marcus and the driver. �What do you mean it doesn�t work? How can it not work?�
�Zoya, are they here?�
She shook her head. �I don�t think so. I��I�ll tell you later. We need to get out of here now.�
The driver said, �A car should be here any minute.�
A look of panic flashed across Zoya�s face. �No! I can�t stay here. And I need to check on Uncle Vasya.�
Marcus looked around. Other than apartment buildings he saw only a tiny deserted bread shop across the street and what looked like a coffee and pastry shop a little farther down. �Well, we can go, but wouldn�t we be better off when the new car arrives?�
Zoya practically hopped in place, but she seemed to be considering what to do. She pointed down the street. �It�s only about three blocks to the metro. We could be safe there until the car comes to get us.�
�Marcus!� It was his father. �Get in the car. It will work now.�
�What? Papa, you did this?�
�Of course I did. I still needed her at that point. Now I have the information I need, so let�s get you out of here and fast; that gang is on its way here right now.�
Marcus turned to look at the air car. �Doors open.� The doors slid upward. The driver was so astonished he dropped his sim-cig on the ground and had to kneel to pick it up.
�It works again,� Zoya said, and leaped into the back seat. �Come on!�
�How can you know they are coming?�
�I tracked them down through their colleague back at her place. I know where some of them are, and they�ll be here any minute. Go!�
He and the driver piled into the car. �To the embassy,� the driver said. The air car hummed off the ground and began picking up speed.
Something didn�t feel right to Marcus about his father�s actions, but he was too stressed and exhausted to think about it for the moment.
�Not to the embassy,� Zoya said. �Go to Proletarskiy Prospekt. That�s where my uncle is.�
�Sorry, lady, but my job is to get him to safety. I�ll drop you off at a police station when I get the chance,� said the driver.
�These guys were just at her uncle�s place, Marcus. She can�t help him.�
�Jesus, Papa!� Marcus said, then clapped a hand to his face when he realized he�d said it aloud. He turned to look at Zoya. �You can�t help your uncle now. I�m sorry, but they got to him already.�
�How do you�� Zoya�s face reddened. ��how do you know that?�
The air car had climbed enough and now sped forward toward the thicket of skyscrapers at the city center.
�My father told me,� Marcus said. �Trust me, he knows.�
Zoya stuck a finger in his face. �You�re gonna have to��
�Shit!� screamed the driver, and the air car lurched down hard before smoothing out again.
�What?� Zoya shouted.
The driver pointed out the front view screen. �Look.�
A figure on a sky cycle had zipped in front of their car and was maneuvering to force their car to slow.
�And there�s a car behind us, too,� the driver said. �What kind of trouble have you gotten us into? I�m calling Security.�
Marcus and Zoya both looked out the rear screen and saw a long green air car settle into place on their rear bumper.
�That�s Tavik�s car,� Zoya said, her face pale.
�How can they do that?� Marcus asked. �Aren�t these things programmed to avoid collisions?�
�I told you,� Zoya said, �these guys own the police. They can do what they want.�
The sky cycle slowed further and the limousine�s programming had no choice but slow along with it to avoid hitting the cycle.
Zoya leaned over the front seat. �Tell it to climb or drop or something. Don�t just sit there.�
The driver scowled at her. �I�m talking with our security agents. They�ll send some help��
The car rocked as the vehicle behind rammed them.
�Papa, can�t you shut their cars down like you did this one?�
�Not fast enough, I�m afraid. The firewalls on these things don�t use my code; it took me ten minutes to break through this one. I�m working on theirs.�

As he often did, Tavik used the manual controls of his Cadillac. Grinning, he forced the nose of his car up over the trunk of the black limo he was chasing. A glance in the rearview showed him that Bunny sat placidly in the back seat, a vacant look on his slack face.
Tavik gunned the motor and dropped the nose of the car to crunch it into the rear of the limo. The needle-like skyscrapers of the city center were looming now, and he wanted Zoya�s car halted before entering that twisting jungle of buildings. �Set her down, you bastard!� he cried.
�I warned you about hurting my son.�
The return of that spooky voice chilled Tavik to his marrow. �Not you again. Leave me alone. I�m not gonna hurt him. I�m just gonna make them��
�Back your car off now, or I�ll fry your Goddamned brain!�
Could he do that? Tavik thought. Probably not. He lifted the nose of his car again and sped forward. �You broke our deal. You said their car was disabled. If we hadn�t happened to be there when they took off from that lot, I�d have lost them for good.�
The next moment pain blazed through his head. He felt like it was going to explode. �Fuck you!� He jammed his hands down on the controls and the car slammed hard into the top of the limo.
�No!� shouted the voice and then just as suddenly vanished along with the pain.
The black limo had spun out and was plunging straight toward a silvery skyscraper.
�Zoya! Oh God, no,� Tavik yelled.
Still at least thirty floors above the ground, the limo hit the building sidelong and shattered the glass siding as it smashed through.
�Slow down,� he cried at his car, whipping his head around to see what had happened to the only girl he�d ever felt anything more than lust for. A gaping hole marred the glittering perfection of the building. Oily smoke roiled out of the wound.
Tavik clapped his hands to his head. �Zoya. What have I done.�
He saw Boris�s cycle circling back toward the crash site. Taking the controls again, he spun the car hard around and accelerated groundward. He pinged Boris�s wireless.
�Yeah, boss?�
�Boris, get in there if you can and secure the cards. Bunny and I will watch the lobby in case they survived and make it down to ground level. And don�t hurt Zoya if she�s alive!�
�They might leave by one of the flyways.�
�Maybe,� Tavik said, allowing exasperation to creep into his mental voice, �but there are only three of us, so I�m playing the odds. Oh, and we all need to disable our wireless cards.�
�What! Are you crazy? Why?�
�You remember their invisible friend who called you. He�s already proven he can hurt us, maybe even kill us through our wireless. We have to shut it down.�
�How do we keep in touch?�
Tavik settled the air car into a recharge station on ground-level and glanced at the entrance doors on this side of the building.
�We�re just going to have to do the best we can. You know what we need; go for it. Once you have it, or if it just isn�t possible to do anything, head back to base and we�ll hook up eventually. Got it?�
�Yeah. I can�t see much through all the smoke. There are firebots spraying foam everywhere. I�m going in. Disabling my wireless now.�
�Good. Later.� Tavik ordered his own wireless to shut down and commanded the car doors to open. He turned to look in the back seat. �Coming or staying, Bunny?�
Moscow
Sunday, June 8, 2138
6:37 p.m. MSK
Zoya knew she should be stunned, even wanted to be stunned, anything to not have to face the unending insanity of this worst day of her life. The combat card wouldn�t let go of her mind. It flashed orders at her, pulsing with suggestions and seeming to slow time, along with the thudding of her heart. She saw lots of smoke through the car�s view screens, though as of yet the airtight vehicle still smelled only of leather and the sweat of the three occupants.
Crumpled in the seat next to her, Marcus was shaking his head and murmuring something unintelligible. The driver up front looked unconscious. Amazing, Zoya thought. This car must have some strong armor to survive such a crash.
Smoke swirled away from the front viewer as a thick white substance was sprayed across its surface. Zoya had never seen firebots in action, but she understood what they were, and even if she hadn�t known what was happening, the combat card was busy explaining. The most insistent directive from the card was to get the hell out of here, as she was on a level of the building restricted to Muckers without proper work clearances. Security would surely be here shortly.
She looked at Marcus and wondered again why this strange foreigner was following her around into danger that didn�t seem to have anything to do with him. The way he acted and the terrible shape he�d allowed his body to get into despite the advances in nanobot technology made her think of him almost like a child, though she guessed he might actually be a little older than herself. She weighed the idea of getting out of the car and leaving the young man behind. She had so much to do, and it seemed impossible to manage it all�escape this building she wasn�t allowed in; avoid the mafia assholes; somehow try to save any remaining family and friends. She reached out and shook Marcus�s shoulder. �Hey, you all right?�
Marcus groaned and held a hand to his forehead before looking up at her. He croaked something in English, and she didn�t have a translator card, nor was her love of old English rock sufficient to understand him.
Zoya shook her head. �Speak Russian. We need to get out now or security will catch us and hand us over to those thugs.�
A loud moan emanated from the front seat and the driver sat up, gripping his head with both hands.
�We�re��alive,� Marcus said, this time in his badly accented Russian.
�Only for a little while if we don�t go now,� Zoya said. She examined the view screen next to her and decided the fire was under control outside the vehicle there. �Door open!�
The door slid up and the heat seemed to suck the air from her lungs. Then the smoke poured in and set everyone to coughing. Zoya gripped Marcus�s arm and tugged. �Come on.�
Slowly Marcus began sliding out after her. Three firebots were still spraying white foam around the room, which looked like some of the rich apartments Zoya sometimes saw on vids featuring the wealthy classes. The outside wall was gone, the plastiglass a huge rectangle of jagged shards with black smoke roiling out into the early evening sky.
�Ah, Dios! Look at that!� Marcus cried out between coughs, pointing beyond the firebots.
Zoya followed the direction of his finger and would have gasped if her body wasn�t racked with coughs. Two expensive-looking Meshing beds were smashed against the far wall, their occupants pulped into bloody lumps. A third bed seemed untouched, a woman with long red tresses sleeping away blissfully a mere two meters from the flames, skin blistering from the heat. �Don�t look!� Zoya yelled above the noise of the sprayers and the crackling flames that still filled the rear of the room. Choking smoke filled her lungs and it hurt to try to speak. �Come on!�
Marcus was coughing continuously, his face smoke-blackened and slicked with sweat, but he rasped out, �Wait, what about the driv�� He coughed again. �The driver? We can�t leave him.�
Zoya could barely suck in any oxygen. The card flashed at her to leave by the door she saw past the firebots. The way the card seemed to slow time in dangerous situations was disorienting when she couldn�t make up her mind what she wanted to do. Her body wanted to cough. Her mind seemed to have all the time in the world to ponder whether to escape or turn and help Marcus pull the driver from the vehicle. She had always imagined herself as a decent person; she couldn�t have imagined herself as the type to desert someone in need. Even if he�s treated me rudely from the moment we met. As Marcus hauled the driver up from the seat, Zoya ducked under the driver�s arm to help prop him up. She coughed some more and pointed a thumb toward the doorway. Marcus nodded and both of them began to drag the heavy body across the carpeting.
The air was better once they stepped into the corridor. Zoya scanned the short hallway and saw no one coming. They�ll be here soon, though. Which way do we go? She looked at the choices presented by the combat card and saw that it didn�t know either. It kept flashing a command to get away and find a hiding place or an exit from the building.
�This way,� Marcus said, and started hauling the driver to the right.
�You just guessing?�
�My father tells me security is coming from the other direction.�
�When we get a moment, you need to tell me about your father.� Her throat felt seared and it hurt to talk, but at least she could breathe again. As she stumbled along under the weight of the much larger man, Zoya examined him for any obvious injuries. Other than a bruise forming on the side of his face, he seemed intact. None of his limbs seemed broken. Good. We need to wake him up so he can walk on his own.
As if he had read her mind, the driver suddenly hacked up several deep coughs and opened his eyes.
Zoya and Marcus stopped dragging him down the corridor. �Can you walk?� Zoya said.
�Where�? What�?�
�We crashed into the building. Remember?� Zoya saw understanding dawn on the man�s face.
�We must go back,� the driver said. �Diplomatic Security will come for us.�
Zoya shook her head. �Along with building security, and probably those creeps as well.�
�Well, you go on if you must,� the man said. �I can�t leave my car.�
�You have more obligation to your car than to your passenger?� she said, indicating Marcus, who had the look of someone having trouble keeping up with the translation software.
A look of uncertainty passed through the driver�s eyes as he glanced at Marcus, but he shook his head. �You can leave him with me, but I have to remain with the vehicle.�
Zoya blew out her breath and said to Marcus, �You coming or staying?�
Marcus thought for a few moments. �I�m not staying here and letting those guys get me.�
They left the driver leaning against the corridor wall and walked on at a much faster pace. Zoya�s knee was starting to ache again. She heard shouts behind them, but when she looked back she saw only the driver and a lot of smoke still pouring from the burning apartment. She looked at Marcus and said, �Can your father give us any more directions?�
�He says to take the fifth door on the left if you want a place to hole up. Escaping from the building will take more planning.�
�What�s in that door?�
�Ummmm��he says it�s a utility room, robots, repair��I don�t know. He says there are no people there.�
�Sounds good to me.�
An engine roared behind them, followed by gunfire.
�What�s that?� Marcus said, looking back over his shoulder as he sped up.
�Cars don�t sound like that,� Zoya said, �so I�m guessing it�s a sky cycle. There, that door!�
The pair pulled up at an unmarked steel door. �Door open,� Zoya said. Nothing happened.
�Just wait. Father�s working on it,� Marcus said.
The engine suddenly sounded very loud behind them, and Zoya�s heart raced even faster. �It�s in the hall, coming for us!� The combat card began laying out tactical options for her, and none of them looked very promising.
Marcus�s smoke-streaked face looked panicky. �Come on, Papa!�
�Why�s he having such trouble? I thought he could break anything electronic?�
�Depends on who designed the firewall code,� Marcus said. �He can break anything given enough time.�
Zoya watched the last turn in the corridor, expecting to see the sky cycle hove into view any second.
The door hissed open revealing a long, narrow room lined with metal shelving. Repair bots worked at two long tables, paying no attention to the intruders. The door slid shut behind them, and Zoya looked for another exit. There didn�t appear to be one.
�We�re trapped in here!� she said.
�Father locked the door. Even if the guy stops here, he�ll have trouble getting in.�
�What good will that do us?�
The gunning engine roared past the door.
�Maybe we can hide out here for a while,� Marcus said. �My father can look over the building plans and perhaps find some way to help us.�
Zoya walked to the back of the room. The bots continued their work uninterrupted. A pile of grungy canvas bags filled one corner, so Zoya pulled a couple onto the tiled floor and sat down on one. �I�m tired.�
Marcus sat on the other bag. �Me, too.�
�I�m glad I�m exhausted,� Zoya said. �It�s the only thing keeping me sane right now. I don�t have to think about everything that�s happened.�
Marcus nodded. His eyelids drooped and he rubbed his eyes with his fists.
�Why are you doing this?� Zoya said. �You should be at your embassy or in some hotel room getting some sleep. They aren�t after you, so why put yourself in danger?�
�My father��
�No, don�t tell me it�s whatever your father is after. Would you really go through all this just because he tells you to?�
Marcus sagged against the pile of bags at his back and shrugged. �I don�t know. What have I done with my life? What am I going to do with it? I don�t know anything. My country��Papa says it�s all but dead. And he�s right, I think. I used to be able to look outside the windows of our apartment at night and see a galaxy of lights blinking and moving around Phoenix. These days you can usually count the moving lights on two hands.
�It�s funny how much I hate Meshing. It sucked me in for two years before Papa pulled me back out. I was so angry with him, but of course he was right. Now I can�t even go on the Web on my own. Papa has to feed me whatever I need.�
�How does he do all this?� Zoya said. �You make him sound like��I don�t know��some super being.�
Marcus laughed a sad and hysterical laugh. �Who knows what he is?� Since she�d met Marcus, he had averted his gaze any time she had looked at him, but now he stared right back into her eyes. She noticed the deep, liquid brown for the first time, like the coffee her mother had always had each morning. �He�s dead��been dead for seven years now. A stroke.�
�But he��talks to you?�
�You ever heard of Javier Saenz?�
Zoya shook her head. �I don�t think so.�
Marcus wiped sweat from his brow and smiled. �And I thought everyone knew of him. He was a legend even before I was born. Greatest coder in history. He�s the man who made the Web viable again; developed the sentry code that killed off all the viruses and spam; prevents new ones from getting in and wrecking everything.� He laughed again. �Of course, that�s exactly what enabled Meshing to happen��a safe Web for everyone.�
�So it�s this sentry code that talks to you?�
�No. My father worked on all kinds of projects. The big one, the one he pulled off just before he died, was the creation of a code cradle that could mimic the functionality of a human mind. Well, not exactly, of course, but close enough. It�s ironic that he had his stroke just after copying his own mind data to his AI model. So that�s what talks to me, a bunch of computer code that I call Papa, because it�s convenient and maybe because sometimes it�s comforting, but it�s not truly him.�
A bot rolled toward them and halted near a large smartwaiter. The door slid open, revealing a cleaning bot. Zoya assumed it must be broken. The repair bot lifted its smaller brother and rolled back toward the front of the room.
Zoya felt an urge to apologize for Marcus�s loss, but stifled it when she realized the absurdity�she had lost everything in her life today. Forcefully she pushed the thoughts of her mother and brother and the rest back into the murk of her clouded mind. With her heart settled, the combat card had faded into the background. �An AI. I guess it makes sense that he can do all these things. He�s sort of like the Meshers, right? Only he lives there permanently.�
�It�s different,� Marcus said. �Meshers ride through the Web like the ultimate virtual reality. Papa is a different sort of entity now, growing larger all the time. He can be almost anywhere at once, as long as it�s interconnected. And he�s even snuck small copies of himself onto private networks. He�s on both of those generation ships up there.� Marcus pointed at the ceiling, but Zoya knew what he meant. �He seeded his copies into the slots of the people working on the ships, and when they plugged into their network, he was in.�
It took a moment for Zoya to realize Marcus was done talking. �So, what have you been doing with your life then, if you think your country is dying?�
Marcus smirked. �What my father wanted me to do, actually. I just got my doctorate yesterday��or whenever it was; I can�t figure out all these time zone changes.�
�First a diplomat, now a doctor.� Zoya forced a small smile. �You�ll be a real catch for some lucky woman.�
�Very funny,� Marcus said. �What good does my degree do me in a country without people? And I know what I look like.� He stared down, either at his belly or the floor, Zoya couldn�t tell.
�You need to adjust your attitude,� Zoya said. �If our law permitted it, you�d be able to marry in this country easily. It�s not easy for a woman to find a partner anymore, not with all the cheap virtual mate programs out there. Men get all they want without any of the hassle. They don�t see any point in marrying now, except for some of the ultra-orthodox, of course. I was saving up to order a baby. A few more years��
�Order a baby?�
�There�s a clinic near my apartment.�
�Hmm, not so different from us, I guess,� Marcus said. �The Mormons still have children the old way. Lots of children. But then they have as many wives as they can afford. They don�t want us half-citizens propagating beyond what they can use in the work force, so we have to put in a request for a spouse months or even years in advance. And we need further permission to order a child. It costs a small fortune, so most of us don�t even bother any more. I figured I�d never have a family. Of course, now they�re scrambling to try to figure out what to do about Meshing. It�s wrecking everyone�s plans.�
�That�s sad,� Zoya said. �Didn�t you have any dreams at all for your future?�
�I tried not to think about it much, just focused on my degree. Designing new kinds of nanobots is fascinating. I used to dream of all kinds of crazy things I might be able to make them do.�
It seemed to Zoya that Marcus meant to go on talking, but he suddenly stood up instead and walked over to the large smartwaiter.
�I wonder if this works like ours back home or if this is only for the bots?� he said.
Zoya shrugged. She�d heard of smartwaiters but had only seen one once, a small one in a medical office. If the American wanted to play with it, she figured he was welcome to it.

Marcus stared at stainless steel door. �I�d like to order lunch, please,� he said. Nothing happened. He looked at Zoya. �How do you activate these things here?�
�I�m sorry, I have no idea.�
�Father?�
�Might as well, you seem safe enough for the moment. Tell me what you want and I�ll relay the order.�
�You want anything to eat or drink?� Marcus asked Zoya.
Zoya got an inscrutable look on her face. �Umm, okay, how about some bread, salami, cheese. Oh, and water��cold water.�
�You got that, Papa? And if they can do it, I�d like pepperoni pizza and some ice cold Pepsi.�
�I�ll see if they can do that for you.�
�And an empty pan or jar or something, too.�
�What?�
�My bladder�s about to burst and there�s no place to go here.� It was all Marcus could do not to bob in place. He clutched one hand to his abdomen to try to relieve some of the pressure.
�Got it. I�ll tell it to hurry.�
�Thanks.�
�Sure. Look, I�ll give you a little time here since I�m sure you need it, but then I have to get you out of here and safely to your apartment.�
�Yeah, as long as you help her as well.�
�We�ll see, if it doesn�t hinder getting you away from here.�
Javier�s mention of the apartment made Marcus remember the traveling bag. �Papa, I forgot the bag in the car!� With your DNA samples�
There was silence for a few seconds and Marcus began to think his father wasn�t going to answer.
�It�s okay,� Javier said. �I spoke with the driver�he�s shot in the leg by the way�and he says the bag is fine. He�ll have Diplomatic Security drop it off in your room.�
�Hey��did you have your dinner with Mama?�
�Of course I did. I wouldn�t miss it for anything.�
�How is she?�
�She�s happy. Her friends are good company for her. I haven�t told her what we�re doing.�
Marcus walked back to Zoya and sat down. He now needed to go so badly he couldn�t help but rock back and forth with his arms around his knees. �Father placed the order for us.�
�Are you okay?� Zoya asked. �You don�t look well.�
�It�s embarrassing,� he replied.
�What is?�
�I��I have to go to the bathroom really badly.�
Zoya grimaced. �Now that you mention it, so do I.�
Marcus nodded and grinned.
�What?�
�I was thinking this day was like some of the action vids I�ve seen, but then no one ever talks about such things. Heroes never need to pee, I guess.�
Zoya gave a wan smile and rubbed a sleeve across her smoke-blackened brow. �Heroes, huh? Is that what you imagine we are?�
�Oh no, not me. I meant you.�
�Ha! Not a hero,� Zoya said. �I�ve��I�ve done terrible things��become a murderer.�
�Don�t say that! You didn�t choose for any of this to happen, did you? You could be dead by now if you hadn�t killed that man.�
Zoya�s face paled even beneath the grime. �I killed another man at my friend�s apartment.�
Marcus didn�t know what to say.
�And I was glad that I did it,� Zoya continued, staring down at the floor. �I�ve hated violence my whole life, but now all I want to do is find and kill the rest of these�pardon my language�these bastards.�
It struck Marcus as funny that in such a situation Zoya would still worry about the words she used. At the same time, he was chilled by the matter-of-fact expression on her face as she spoke. �You want to hunt them down? These guys are coldhearted killers.�
She turned her lovely gaze on Marcus and it was all he could do not to look away. �They took everything from me. I have nothing left. I�m going to return the favor, if I can.�
The door to the smartwaiter slid open.
�Yes,� Marcus cried and leaped to his feet. There was nothing but a yellow plastic pitcher on a tray. Marcus snatched it and turned to Zoya. �Food must not be ready yet.�
�Is that the water? I�m dying for a drink.�
Marcus turned the pitcher upside-down. �I asked for this so I could, uh, relieve myself.�
�Good thinking. You go first.�
Marcus moved to a spot where the pile of bags granted a small amount of privacy, then looked back at Zoya. �Can you, umm��
�Of course.� Zoya turned away from him.
Despite the awkward situation, nothing had ever felt so good in his life as relieving the incredible pressure. Afterward, Marcus moved to the far side of the room to give Zoya as much privacy as possible. When Zoya indicated she was finished, Marcus returned. He noticed she had left the pitcher in the corner behind the bags. He considered putting it back on the smartwaiter, but decided it probably wasn�t a good idea.
�Marcus?�
He looked at Zoya. �Hmm?�
�If it�s so hard for your type of citizen to marry, how did your parents manage?�
Marcus was taken aback for a moment. He assumed everyone used history chips and knew at least the basics of what had happened during the Dark Times and the aftermath. �Well, it was a completely different world back then.� He mentally did the math to the year his parents met and placed it around 2112. �Pieces of the country were reforming under various warlords from the Dark Times. America West had no capital at that point, and the Mormons were just like the rest of us. The Web was dead then, so there was no Meshing. Father was conducting tests on his sentry code in order to revive the Web. Slot interfaces were new�clunky things that were visible outside the skin, and with no Web all they were good for were things like education, monetary transactions, entertainment, and such.�
The smartwaiter door slid open again and this time it had their food and drink. Zoya leapt up and grabbed the bottle of water.
�I�m so thirsty!� She drained the bottle in one long swig.
Marcus was disappointed with his pizza. Rather than pepperoni, there was some sort of salami on it. �You don�t know what pepperoni is in Russia?� he said, and with a sigh he picked up his plate and the cup of Pepsi and returned to his seat of bags. �And no ice! What good is Pepsi without ice?�
Zoya gathered the cheese, roll of salami, and baton of bread and sat near Marcus. �I should have asked for a knife,� she said and took a bite of bread.
�I should have thought of that myself,� Marcus said. He took a bite of pizza. It wasn�t great, but it was better than he had thought it would be.
�You didn�t tell me how they met,� Zoya said.
Marcus finished chewing. �Well, my mother�s family had been in Phoenix for ages. Father was a refugee from California and��
�Refugees like ours?� Zoya said. �From the plague?�
�The swine flu pandemic?� Marcus said. �I imagine that played a role, but in California it was a combination of the rising ocean levels and the two huge earthquakes that really did it. Phoenix was already the largest city by size in the country, and it grew by almost half from all the refugees. I remember Papa saying drinking water was heavily rationed. So he was working in a university lab and my mother was��
�Marcus! �
�Papa?�
�Building security has started checking door to door down the corridor. You need to move now!�
Marcus slapped his forehead. �Okay, lead the way.�
�Damn! They�re moving fast. You may not have time to get out unnoticed now. Is there any place to hide in here?�
Marcus looked around the room, though he already knew there was no sufficient hiding spot.
�What�s wrong?� Zoya said.
�Security is coming. We need to do something.� He saw the smartwaiter, its door still open with the tray sitting in an aperture that often held big broken mechanical items and looked barely large enough to hold both of them. �This might be crazy, but let�s try it. Come on.�
�The smartwaiter? You�re kidding, right?� Zoya stuffed her bread, salami, and cheese into her pockets.
�What else can we do? If it won�t carry us, perhaps we can hide there.� He tossed the tray into the corner with the pitcher and clambered into the hole. He squeezed into a corner and held a hand out to Zoya. �Here, I think you can fit.�
Zoya grasped his hand and Marcus pulled her in with him. It was tight, but the door looked like it could slide shut.
�Papa? Can you get us out of here now?�
The smartwaiter door hissed down and everything went dark. Marcus normally hated the dark, but now his body felt electrified by the overwhelming feelings that washed through him�the heat and softness of Zoya�s trembling body pressed against his; the faint smell of her perfume mixed with smoke and perspiration; the sound of her breath. Then his stomach lurched as the smartwaiter suddenly dropped faster than any elevator. He felt Zoya tense.
�I think I�m going to vomit,� she whispered.
�Just hold on.� Without thinking about it, he hugged her tighter.
The plunge seemed to last forever, though it couldn�t have been longer than a minute before it slid to a stop.
�Thank God,� Zoya murmured, a hint of panic in her voice.
The door slid open to reveal a dimly lit room as small as the coat closet in Marcus�s apartment. The walls were painted an off-shade of red. Zoya slid out onto the floor and Marcus took a couple deep breaths and joined her.
�More fire bots,� Zoya said, indicating six silvery bots in racks on either side of the exit door.
�Is it safe to go out, Papa?�
�I don�t know. This is the lobby level. This door opens next to the banks of elevators, and there are exit doors in all four directions.�
�I guess that�ll have to do.�
Marcus looked at Zoya and saw that she was pale and her dark hair was slicked to her forehead. �Are you okay? The building exit is right out here.�
She nodded. �Let�s go. I want out of this place.�
�All right, Papa, open the door.�
The door slid to the side. It took a couple seconds for Marcus�s eyes to adjust to the brighter lights of the elevator lobby. He saw about a dozen people either walking through the lobby or waiting for elevators. Corridors ran in all four directions, each leading to glass exit doors. Sunlight glittered on the glass of the doors straight ahead. He began to walk that way, but Zoya grabbed his hand.
�Not that way. We need to go east,� she said.
�What does it matter?� he asked, following her lead. �We just need a taxi.�
�This way is a smaller street. They�ll be less likely to be��
Zoya crashed to a halt and Marcus ran into her. He was about to ask what was wrong, but then he saw it. Two men stood across the corridor, leaning against the wall. One of them was enormous. The other�s eyes were bulging with surprise as they looked directly at Zoya.
�Run!� Zoya yelled.
Marcus�s feet seemed plastered to the floor, and Zoya�s hand jerked hard against his as she tried to pull him along with her. The smaller man punched the huge one in the arm and then started to run toward them.
Pain blazed in Marcus�s face as Zoya slapped him. �Now!� she screamed.
Marcus could move again. He ran after Zoya, still holding tight to her hand. Other people kept getting in their way, some of them shouting incomprehensible words. He saw Zoya glance back over her shoulder, her eyes widened.
�This way,� she cried, jerking him toward a doorway that loomed on the left.
Marcus just had time to wonder why they couldn�t have made it to the exit before he followed Zoya into the gloom of a cavernous room. Lots of small tables and chairs lined the edges of the room, but there were no people that Marcus could see. The center of the room was a large empty space with a hard floor, and across the way was a long bar lined with stools. A club? he thought. Zoya ran straight through the dance floor with Marcus close on her heels.
�Why didn�t you warn us about them, Papa?�
�I lost their signals some time ago, so they must have turned off their wireless. I hadn�t seen their faces. I�d only spoken with them. I had no way of recognizing them through the cameras, and voice recognition software is iffy at best, especially in crowded areas.�
�Zoya, stop!� came a shout from behind them. �We won�t hurt you!�
Zoya continued to run, and now Marcus saw there were other people in the room, and Zoya was leading him right to them. There was a small platform to the right of the bar, and four young women dressed in skin-tight black outfits, their hair glittering with neon, were setting up equipment for some kind of musical show. All of them had stopped what they were doing to watch as Zoya raced up to them.
�Is there a way out?� Zoya cried. She yanked the gun from her waistband and whirled about to point it at their pursuers. �Stop, Tavik!�
Marcus turned in time to see the smaller man skid to a halt. The huge man looked like he intended to come lumbering on until the smaller one�Tavik apparently�grabbed him by the arm and pulled him to a stop as well. �Don�t shoot,� Tavik said. �We don�t mean to hurt you.�
�You�re too late for that, fucker!� she screamed. Marcus thought she was going to shoot, but she stood still, her arms thrust steadily out in front of her, the gun aimed at the bigger man.
�You�re not a killer,� Tavik said. �Right, Zoya? Just give us the cards and get out of here. I swear we won�t touch you.�
Zoya adjusted her aim but otherwise remained still. Marcus looked at the women on the platform. Two of them were attempting to shield themselves behind stacks of equipment, one with pink and green neon hair was hefting a long-necked guitar (Marcus knew little about music, but he assumed it was what was called a bass), and the fourth was vanishing through a doorway as pitch black as the wall. He tugged lightly on Zoya�s jacket.
�There�s an exit here,� he whispered.
�Then go,� she replied.
�You�re coming, too, aren�t you?�
She began to edge backward, keeping the gun leveled on the pair of men.
�Give me the cards, Zoya!� Tavik cried again, a note of desperation in his voice. �I must have them.�
�You can go to hell, Tavik,� Zoya said in a measured tone. �After what you�ve done, you�ll get nothing from me��except this perhaps.� She jerked the gun as she spoke the last words.
�Don�t you want this to end?� Tavik said. �Please, just drop the cards there and go. Otherwise we�ll have to keep chasing you.� He and his partner were pacing forward at the same speed as Zoya. Tavik pulled a gun from his jacket and leveled it at Marcus. �You don�t want your friend to get hurt, do you?�
Marcus had reached the doorway, but now he froze and stared at the hole at the end of the barrel of the vicious-looking gun.
�You�re a bastard. You shoot him, I shoot you.�
Tavik slid around the end of the bandstand. �A standoff. It doesn�t have to end ugly. No one needs to get hurt. Give me the��
Marcus saw what happened as if in slow motion, but he still couldn�t believe his eyes. After Tavik had passed her by, the woman with the bass guitar had gripped it by the end of its neck and swung it around to smash against the back of Tavik�s head. It made a jangling smacking sound and Tavik pitched forward onto the floor with a cry.
�Get out of here,� yelled the woman. �Go!�
Marcus saw the huge mobster turn on the woman and take a swing at her with a meaty fist. The woman snapped her head back and brought up the guitar again to block a second swing.
Zoya grabbed Marcus�s arm and pulled him through the doorway.
�Shouldn�t we help her?� Marcus said.
Zoya didn�t respond. A dark hallway led in two directions, and Zoya took the right-hand way.
�You could shoot that big guy, at least.�
Zoya picked up her pace. �You want the gun, you can have it, but I�m getting out of here now!�
Marcus kept expecting to hear a scream from the woman behind them, or at least the sound of pursuit, but so far all he heard was the thumping of his heart in his chest and his panting as he scurried to keep up with Zoya. They passed several doorways until they came to one at the end of the passage that had a backlit red sign that the translator told him read �exit�. Zoya yelled for the door to open, but it didn�t; it appeared to be an old-fashioned style of door with a metal push-bar. Marcus heard a shout from behind them as Zoya slammed the bar down and shoved the door open.
They stumbled, blinking, onto a cracked and weed-choked sidewalk. A handful of pedestrians stared at them, but Zoya wasn�t paying attention. Her gaze was fixed on a vast complex of buildings straddling the river ahead of them. Even in his frightened state Marcus had to admit it was a beautiful sight�a huge gleaming pyramid, and two larger, brightly-lit spires hooking oddly into the sky.
�That�s where we need to go,� Zoya said.
�What?� was all Marcus could manage.
Zoya pointed at the absurd structures. �That�s where all these bastards work��where my brother worked. That�s where this will end.�
Marcus had a sinking feeling in his stomach. He didn�t want to go there. He wanted to find someplace safe and eat something and sleep for about a month. But all Zoya seemed to want to do was get herself killed. �We shouldn�t go there,� he murmured.
Zoya looked at him and pointed down the small road. �You go that way and catch a taxi. This is for me to deal with.� Without waiting for a response, she turned the opposite direction and took off running.
�Let her go, Marcus,� said his father. �Do what she said.�
Marcus let out a whimper of frustration and stumbled a few steps backward in the direction Zoya had indicated. He knew in his heart he would never see her again, and that pained him nearly as much as the fear that was squeezing his throat shut. I�ll never know what happened to her. Without thinking he took another step back, just as the door banged open and the two mobsters piled out. Tavik cradled the back of his head with one hand, his eyes brushing past Marcus without seeming to see him. �There!� he shouted, and took off in the direction Zoya had run. The big man lumbered after him, breathing heavily.
�Let�s get you to the apartment,� Javier said.
Marcus panted and grasped his head in his hands. He couldn�t recall ever running so much in his life. �Aaaaaargh!� he cried, and then jogged after the mobsters.
�What are you doing?� Javier cried.
�I don�t know,� Marcus muttered. �But I can�t leave her.�
Moscow
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7:12 p.m. MSK
Tyoma�s first sight upon opening his eyes was Viktor�s monstrous metallic face grinning down at him. His instinct was to roll out of the chair onto the floor, anything to get away from that evil leer, but his body was groggy from being in virtual so all it managed was a shudder.
�Welcome back,� Viktor said. The hand he pressed into Tyoma�s shoulder was stronger than any he had ever felt. Viktor stood tall and jerked a thumb toward the door. �Now get the fuck out. I�ve got things to do.�
As Viktor stalked off, Tyoma shoved himself to a sitting position and waited for the dizziness to subside. His old �pals� Alexei and Oskar stood near the door, the latter with one hand held out beckoning to him to get a move on.
�I�m coming,� Tyoma mumbled, and slowly stood up from the chair. He nearly fell back but Oskar leapt forward and caught him.
�Lev pulls you under deep, doesn�t he?� the mobster said. �You�ll get your legs back soon enough. Come on.�
�Where we going?� Tyoma asked as Alexei took his other arm and opened the door.
Neither responded. They steered him into the tube lift and Alexei bent toward the speaker and said, �Subbasement six.�
�Basement?� echoed Tyoma. �That doesn�t sound promising. How about we go gamble a bit instead?�
Alexei cuffed him across the cheek. �Keep talking and I�ll start to get rough. Boss says we can play around with you now if we like, long as we don�t break anything important.�
A wisecrack came to mind, but Tyoma stifled it and leaned back against the wall of the tube. Just as the mild voice of the tube announced arrival at the basement level, a call beeped on Tyoma�s slot. The identifier said it was from his work compound. Who would be there this late on a Sunday? Must be Volodya. He nearly gave permission to the link when he remembered the worm and had to pause and consider whether the worm could infect the transmission or not. With his firewall wrecked, Tyoma gave his sentry code the hash pattern of the worm and directed it to protect the transmission.
The tube came to a halt and the two thugs guided him down a corridor with a bare concrete floor. Tyoma accepted the handshake request. Since the wireless on the compound was powerful enough to send an image to a slot interface, a view of the conference room table appeared in his mind. Immediately on the right sat his friend Kostya. To the left but three seats away sat Big Dima, and at the far end of the table was Volodya.
�Tyoma, you all right?� Volodya asked, in English. He leaned forward, a look on his face that Tyoma had never seen before. Concern? Is Volodya becoming human at last? �We can�t see you. We�ve tried to contact you several times but you haven�t been available.�
�I�m not near a screen,� Tyoma said. �I�m being led somewhere by the mobsters that kidnapped you earlier. We�re in the basement level of The Pyramid. Hold on a moment��
The mobsters stopped before a faux-wood door identical to the others they had passed along the corridor.
�This one empty, you think?� Alexei said.
�I believe so,� Oskar replied and placed his right palm flat on the wall scanner.
The door slid open to reveal a room not much bigger than a closet. The walls and floor were the same concrete as the corridor, and the only furnishings were three wooden stools and a picture on the wall opposite the door. Oskar steered Tyoma onto the nearest stool and said, �Okay, you just sit here awhile and the general will pick you up when he�s ready. You need something to drink?�
Tyoma thought about it. He hadn�t had anything to eat or drink since morning. �Could I please have some water? And something to eat, if you have it?�
Oskar smirked at him in reply and the two men departed. The ceiling light was overly bright. Probably on purpose, Tyoma thought, assuming the room was meant for interrogations or worse. The picture was the only thing in the room worth looking at, so he turned his attention there. It was a copy of a painting he�d seen numerous times�a portrait of Arkady Delchev, the huge, black-bearded warlord who�d kept the Moscow region together during the darkest of the Dark Times. It was Delchev who�d ensured the area�s nuclear reactors had been secured, thus preventing the meltdowns that had occurred in many other parts of Russia.
�They stuck me in a little room. General Andreykin is supposed to come get me later.�
Kostya shifted in his chair. �Did they hurt you in any way?�
�No��well, other than a slap in the face. But that could change pretty easily. Can you get me out of here? I don�t know what the general intends for me.�
The three scientists glanced around at each other and then Big Dima leaned in and said, �Something��odd, has happened. We�re all unsure how to take it.�
�Odd?�
Dima nodded. �You see, Volodya called us in to figure out how to help you, and we�d just sat down to discuss it when a caller broke in, no need for permission or anything. He just started talking to us.�
Tyoma had designed the communications security of the compound himself, so he knew how strong it was. His first thought was that it had to be one of the group�s former members, but he had changed the access codes each time one of them left. �Who could do that?�
�That�s the part that�s really hard to believe,� Volodya said. �He claims to be Javier Saenz.�
Tyoma nearly choked. His colleagues each had quizzical expressions on their faces. �Well, speaking the obvious, but��he�s been dead for years.�
Kostya grinned. �That�s what we told him. He�s on with us, by the way, so you can see if you buy his story any more than we do.�
�Greetings, Doctor Grachev.� The voice was soft and so nearly human, just the faintest trace of flatness to it. American accent, of course.
�Nice to��meet you,� Tyoma responded. �Are you a simulation of some sort?�
A slightly metallic sigh. �One might say that, though I consider myself to be quite genuine. This was my greatest achievement, which is ironic considering that the only thing people remember me for is my sentry code. I worked for years on creating what I call �cradle code�, which is a simulator for how the human mind works, an operating system, if you will, for interacting with data from my own brain. It was��
�Hold on,� Tyoma said. �You saying you pulled this off before you passed away? You turned yourself into an AI?�
�While I can understand the use of the term, I assure you I don�t consider myself to be artificial. I believe it was the rush to complete this project that caused the stroke, as a matter of fact. I spent three days straight during the final testing and I imagine that wasn�t the best of ideas. But I�m sure you know what it�s like to get excited over such things. You and your colleagues have been doing remarkable work.�
Tyoma sat in silence for a minute, trying to absorb the implications. �So��if this is true, what have you been doing all these years? How come we�ve not heard anything about you?�
�I�ve had no reason to make my presence known, and many good reasons to remain hidden. Learning how to live life on the Web took some time. I�ve been on the lookout for signs that anyone was doing the kind of work that your group has been doing. You�ve kept that amazingly quiet.�
�For obvious reasons,� Big Dima chimed in.
�Yes, obvious,� Javier said. �I know you won�t agree, but for me it is lucky that your work was stolen, or I might never have found you.�
Tyoma had a sneaking suspicion that he knew what was coming next. �And what is it you want from us?�
�I wish to join you, help you with your work. And naturally I wish to benefit from it. I want a body again. Living on the Web has its advantages, but it�s not the same as true living.�
�But�� Tyoma began, then paused while his mind absorbed a bombardment of different thoughts. �But our work requires the data captured from a brain to be in a very specific format. However you managed to capture your own data, it surely isn�t in our format.�
�I didn�t say it would be easy, but we are, after all, the greatest collection of minds on the planet. The challenge is why we do it, is it not? I refuse to believe it impossible to find a way to reformat my data.�
Kostya spoke up, �That would be a complete redirection of our research at a critical��
�I can fund you.�
No one spoke for half a minute.
�As I understand it,� Javier went on, �the reason you are in your current predicament is your funding problems with the Russian military. I can remove those problems for you. I can provide as much money as you need for all further research and development.�
�Where do you get so much money?� Big Dima asked.
�The Web is my playground. I have access to more money than I can ever dream of spending��and believe me, I can dream big. If you�d like to relocate out of Russia, we can do that.�
�This is fascinating, to say the least,� Tyoma said, �but I�d prefer to discuss this after you extract me from my current situation. Hold on again��
Oskar entered holding a large plastic bottle and a plate with a neatly sliced sandwich on it. He held them out to Tyoma.
�Water, like you asked. I hope chicken is okay?�
�I was hoping for tuna, but thank you.�
Both of them chuckled at the joke, tuna having been practically extinct since before the Dark Times. Oskar ducked out the door and it slid shut.
�Okay, I�m back.� Tyoma took a sip of water and eyed the sandwich suspiciously. The lettuce looked good, but the tomato was too green.
�I can help you, Doctor,� Javier said. �I won�t do it out of the kindness of my proverbial heart, though. I want in. There is nothing I want more. Give me assurances, and I�ll help you.�
�How can you help me?�
�I can handle anything the Web touches. You kept your work secret by keeping your network strictly private. Few manage to keep the Web from interfacing in some manner with their networks. My guess is, wherever you are, I can help you.�
Tyoma considered how easily Javier had breached his security at the compound and believed he could probably do as he claimed. �I already said, I�m in The Pyramid. Look, I can�t speak for the others, but as far as I�m concerned, if you can really provide the funding, I�m happy to include you.�
Volodya snorted. �There is much to discuss before��
�Of course there is,� Kostya said, �but I think it�s safe to assume we lean toward working with Dr.�Saenz. If he�s legit, I for one would love to have his help. The most important thing for now is to rescue Tyoma.�
�I agree,� Dima said. �Get Tyoma out and we can all meet later to work this out.�
Volodya scowled. �Fine, help him get out safely and we�ll talk.�
Tyoma could almost hear a smile in Javier�s voice. �We�re going to do great things together.�
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Despite the sharp stitch in his side and the ragged panting of his breath, Marcus pushed himself to jog faster. Even the larger of the two mobsters was nearly out of sight now in the crowd ahead. The crowd! He couldn�t get over how many people there were in this strange city. He�d lived for so long with the dwindling population of Phoenix�and in the confines of his apartment�that to be surrounded by so many living people would have been distressing under even normal circumstances. However, these people were nothing like any he had seen before. They were as ragged and colorful as the upper levels of the tower had been orderly and antiseptic.
Every couple of blocks another of the needle-like towers soared so high into the sky that it made Marcus dizzy to attempt to see the top. The towers of central Moscow rose like silvery blooms from a trash heap, their lower floors already dingy and decaying to match the look of the neighborhood. Across the road to the right, the ancient buildings had collapsed and the local denizens had taken to dumping their trash there, until the small block was little more than a series of waste mounds, whose stench permeated the air worse than anything he�d ever smelled.
On the blocks between the towers, smaller buildings contained a mix of small shops and deserted, crumbling shells, while the road was lined with kiosks cobbled together with whatever materials the owner had managed to scrounge. There was a deserted church, the gold paint of its onion domes flaking badly. Few vehicles moved on these streets, while the sky hummed with the activity of countless lanes and levels of air traffic.
Marcus wondered why Meshing had turned Phoenix into a virtual ghost town while here it appeared to have had little effect. He dodged around a small crowd of people eating skewers of meat at a kiosk made from old rubber tires and wooden crates. Poplar fluff whirled about his legs as he stepped off a curb into the street. The big mobster was nowhere in sight. Marcus paused to catch his breath and consider what to do next. He couldn�t keep up the chase and he could easily get lost in this alien landscape.
�Papa, I know you�re upset, but could you get me an air car so I can help Zoya?�
�Certainly. Give me a minute to contact a taxi service.�
Still staring in the direction he had last seen his quarry, Marcus narrowed his eyes. He gave in too easily. Drawing in a long, shuddering breath, he took off running again.
�Stop running, Marcus. It will be easier for the taxi to pick you up.�
�I know you. You�ll have him take me to the apartment.�
For a few moments there were only the sounds of the street and his own labored breathing.
�It�s for your own good,� Javier finally responded. �I can try to help this girl myself, if you like, but you have no business trying to be a knight in white armor here. You have no idea where you are going or what you will do��
Marcus shut off his wireless and sped up. He had just caught a glimpse of the big gangster far ahead through the crowd.

For once Zoya was glad to have the combat card. The way it made time appear to slow gave her the opportunity to consider her next actions. She hadn�t dared look behind her, but she was sure Tavik couldn�t be far behind. This part of the city was unfamiliar to her, but she was certain there had to be a metro entrance around here somewhere. Again she cursed her lack of wireless and the maps she could have easily accessed with it. She turned south at the next intersection; the morgue would be just across the river perhaps two kilometers from here, and she had always passed the Polyanka station on her morning walks to work. As she crossed the road she risked a glance back and was relieved to see Tavik and his monstrous comrade still a half block behind.
The small hill of trash she was passing would hide her from their sight for a few moments, so she looked at the list of alternatives the combat card provided. The first choice of grabbing a taxi seemed logical enough, but she�d wasted a good amount of her meager savings on one this morning already, money she had been hoarding for years in the hopes of ordering a child from the clinic. Zoya laughed inwardly at the thought. What does it matter now? I have no life left except to kill these bastards.
Still, another part of her wanted to remain on the ground, where she might get lucky and stumble upon a metro station or another bolt hole. She needed time to rest and think, time to plan her suicidal attack on The Pyramid.
Twisting to slip by an old woman pushing a rusty cart, she tweaked her knee and the old injury to her elbow throbbed with sympathy pain. Just what I needed! Running became torture now, and she was seriously considering pulling the gun and making a stand when she spotted the familiar �M� of a metro station ahead near a U-shaped building with rubble and tangled bushes nearly choking the dark entranceway. She looked closer at the side of the building and saw that it was the Kropotkinskaya station. Now she knew where she was�her mother had taken her several times as a child to visit the ruins of the nearby cathedral.
Zoya ignored the pain in her leg and ran hard for the station. She stumbled and nearly fell as she crossed the street. Tents and makeshift huts crowded the strip of park at the center of the boulevard. The smell was even worse than the trash dump she had passed earlier. One of the metro entrances was boarded over with planks of ancient-looking wood, so she sprinted for the other side. There was a shout as she burst by two figures guarding the doorway. She tuned them out, swept down the short turns of stairs, and bowled over a man at the bottom of the steps. Strong hands gripped her arms and pulled her to her feet.
�What do you think you�re doing?� the man growled, washing her face with the smell of vodka. In the dim yellow glow that the combat card gave to the man, Zoya saw that his head was shaved and entirely covered in hundreds of tiny curling tattoos. �You don�t belong here!�
�I�m sorry,� she panted. �I need help.�
The man crouched to retrieve a shotgun he had dropped when she had crashed into him.
�Get out of here. There�s no help for you,� he said.
More shouting came from the entrance above, and Zoya pointed up the stairs.
�Those men want to kill me. Please!�
The tattooed man raised his gun, though he wasn�t yet pointing it at Zoya. �What is it to us? You�re not of our tribe.�
A shot rang out above followed by a cry of pain and some scuffling. The tattooed man cursed and aimed his shotgun up the stairs. �What have you brought down on us?� he snarled.
Zoya lunged past the turnstiles and plunged down the escalator leading to the platform. Her knee was throbbing by the time she descended all the steps. Unlike the station near her home, this one was well lit by dozens of torches and lamps. The platform was covered with bedrolls and small tents, and she could see many Trogs lying, sitting, or shuffling about, all of them limned in yellow light.
�What do you want, child?� said an elderly woman, leaning against the nearest pillar with a shawl draped over her shoulders. Several more Trogs stood up and crowded close to Zoya, several of them wielding knives or metal pipes, though their faces were fearful. Another shot echoed from above.
�Help me,� Zoya said.
A large man stepped forward with a grimace on his face, but the old woman held up an arm and stopped him. �How can we help you?� she asked. �Have you brought this danger upon us?�
�I�m sorry,� Zoya repeated. �They will kill me if you let them, but they may already have killed some of your own.�
�Get her out of here,� yelled the big man, hefting a rusty pipe.
�Stop it, Leonid,� the old woman said. �It�s too late for that, I think. Again I ask, how can we help you?�
Zoya pointed to one of the tracks. �The tunnels. Can you lead me south across the river?�
A scream came from much closer this time, followed by a shotgun blast. The old woman�s eyes widened and she thumped the big man on his chest with one hand. �You take her, Leonid. You know the ways as well as anyone. Quickly!�
Leonid looked as if he wanted to argue, but instead he scowled and waved a hand at Zoya. �This way.� He led her to a rickety set of wooden steps leading down to the tracks on one side of the platform. There were more makeshift shelters here, but no sign of the Meshing beds she had seen in the Kolomenskoe station. Scared, curious faces flashed at her through the dim light as Zoya weaved her way through the Trogs living on the track. Leonid snatched up a lantern before heading into the exit tunnel.
More shouts came from behind, but Zoya couldn�t tell what was happening. She followed Leonid silently for several minutes. It was hard to see clearly in the dark tunnel, but she noticed that Leonid had a thick scar over the place where his slot should be, as if someone had stitched the skin shut. She wondered if his entire group had done the same.
�Do you know the way to The Pyramid?� she asked.
Leonid glanced at her but continued stalking forward into the gloom.
Zoya raised her voice and repeated, �Do you��
�I heard you,� Leonid said. �Why the devil would you want to go there?�
�Those men and their friends killed my family today. They�re from The Pyramid.�
For the first time the scowl left the man�s face. �So you want them to finish the job.�
�Perhaps,� Zoya said, �but I want to kill as many of them as I can first. If I can come in from an unexpected entrance, I may have a chance to do some damage.�
Leonid shook his shaggy head. �You shouldn�t have brought those men here. Why cause trouble for others? You could have��
�I didn�t plan any of this. Those men back there were following orders. It�s the person who made them kill my family that matters to me now.�
Leonid halted and held the lantern up to Zoya�s face. �Lucky for me I can�t help you. The tunnels leading under that place collapsed long ago. Maybe there are some sewers there, but I don�t know them. I can take you under the river like you first said, but that�s it.� Without waiting for a response, he trudged off down the tunnel.
Wincing at the ache in her knee, Zoya followed.

Marcus stared with trepidation at the dark entrance the two thugs had entered. Wanting to help Zoya was one thing, but plunging into a dark hole filled with gunshots and screaming was too much to contemplate. He thought of his father and of how exhausted he felt, but then the picture hanging on the wall in Zoya�s apartment filled his mind, the sad little smile on her face, and he peeked tentatively around the edge of the entrance.
Two bodies lay amongst the dead leaves and poplar seeds in the small room. The smaller form was a young woman with dirty blonde hair. Marcus would have thought she was sleeping if not for the way her neck was twisted at an odd angle. The other body was that of a middle-aged man with a long, tangled beard. He had a small hole in the center of his chest from which dark blood seeped and pooled beneath one shoulder. His eyes were open, staring blankly into the dark recesses of the entrance lobby ceiling. It felt strange to be relieved at seeing corpses, but Marcus had been worried he might find Zoya here.
As there appeared to be no immediate danger, Marcus snuck to the descending staircase and saw that it too was empty. The shouting he had heard a few moments before had stopped, and he began to fear he might miss Zoya, assuming she were still alive. He shuffled down the steps as quietly as he could. On the second turn he came upon a man sitting against one wall holding his hands to his face and moaning softly.
As he knelt near the man, Marcus carefully read the translation of what he wanted to say. �Are you all right?� he whispered, worried that the gangsters might hear him.
When the man lowered his hands, Marcus saw that his head was shaven and entirely covered with tattoos. The man�s nose was broken and bleeding heavily.
�You�re not one of them?� the man asked.
Marcus shook his head. �I�m a friend of the young woman. Did you see her?�
The man nodded. �You speak funny. Are you German?�
�German?� Marcus said. �No, I�m from America West.�
�Help me up. Foreigner, eh? On a normal day we�d probably rough you up a bit if you didn�t go away.�
Marcus hooked his arm under the man�s shoulder and heaved him to his feet.
�Took my shotgun,� the man muttered, then pointed toward the nearest turnstile.
Marcus followed the tattooed man through the ticket booths and down the longest escalator he had ever seen to a platform crowded with gaunt, dark-cloaked people holding flickering torches and candles. A frightened mutter rose from the group.
�Igor, you�re alive,� exclaimed the elderly woman who had been trying to calm the crowd. �Someone bring him a rag for his nose, quickly now!�
�I�m okay,� Igor said, �but I�m worried about the guards.� He glanced askance at Marcus, who shook his head. �That�s what I feared. Where did they go?�
The old woman pointed toward one of the tracks. �Leonid took the girl that way. I didn�t want to tell them where they had gone, but they saw the light from his lamp.�
Igor looked at Marcus again. �There you go. I recommend you forget about her and leave this place. If anyone can bring your friend to safety, it�s Leonid. If you follow those men, they�ll likely kill you as well.�
�I�m sure you�re right,� Marcus said, nodding, �but it�s too late to start acting sane now. May I please borrow a candle or something?�
Igor shook his head again. �You young people never listen to your elders.�
�Here, young man.� The old woman held out a lit torch and another as a spare. �Don�t leave the main tunnel. That way you can�t get lost. If you hurry you might still see their light.�
Marcus took the torches. �Thank you. You�ve been very kind.�
Another of the dim figures waved him forward and led Marcus to some wooden steps leading down to the track. Marcus looked back at the strange assembly, waved once, and set off at a jog along the cluttered track.
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The concrete walls of the little cell felt like they were closing in on Tyoma. He paced back and forth, three steps each way, and pressed his hands against each wall to give it a little shove, as if he could prevent them from closing in any farther. When this became boring, he arranged the three stools so that he could slalom through them as he paced, but he discovered that this made him dizzy, so he sat down on one of the stools and stared at the painting of Delchev. If Javier can multitask as well as he says he can, why couldn�t he stay and chat with me?
He picked up the plate the guard had brought him with his sandwich and tried to toss it in the air and catch it, but it bounced off his fingers and clattered away into a corner. Funny how much I treasure my thinking time when at home, but force me to be alone and thinking is the last thing I want to do.
�That was a very interesting worm you had in your slot,� Javier said.
�Back at last,� Tyoma replied. �Took you long enough.�
�The security here is much more impressive than I imagined it could be. I had a lot to concentrate on.�
�What about my worm?�
�You�re an excellent coder, Dr.�Grachev. I never imagined someone could find a way to code a worm that could trick my sentry code. I�ll have to do some improvements. I�ve removed the worm, by the way. You�ll need a new firewall, though.�
�I knew that.�
�I could install one for you.�
�Hmm, thank you, but I�d rather construct one of my own.�
�Why were you infected with your own worm?�
Tyoma explained what he had done to infect Lev�s virtual reality, incidentally destroying his own and the general�s as well. �I�m not sure how to make use of it.�
�It�s something to consider,� Javier said. �The only way to get to Lev is to have someone plug into his private space. Your worm was clever enough that he should have no idea that his firewall is compromised.�
�Thank you,� Tyoma said. �You were the reason I chose to go into coding. Your sentry code is a masterpiece. I�ve studied it for many years.�
�Well, if your immortality codes end up working out, I believe it will be me applauding you and your colleagues.�
Tyoma stood and began to pace again. �Okay, you said their security is better than you expected. What does that mean?�
Javier gave a slightly metallic chuckle. �I managed to find floor plans for this structure, and I can get to their security cameras, but they have all of their other security on a completely private network. It would take far too long for me to attempt to infiltrate that. It doesn�t touch the Web, so I�d have to find someone from their security, plant a miniature version of myself in their slot, and wait for them to slot into their private network. Basically, and I�m sorry to say this, I can�t get you out that door.�
Tyoma dropped himself back onto a stool. �So I�m stuck waiting for the general after all.�
�Let�s not give up so easily,� Javier said. �I�m monitoring the cameras throughout the building. If the guard returns I can at least pin down your precise location. Do you have anything useful on you?�
Tyoma considered what he had�solar coat and pants, walking shoes, shirt�and suddenly remembered the cards he had stuck into different pockets of his coat. He pulled them out. �I have these. I doubt they can help.�
�There�s no camera in here. What is it you are trying to show me?�
Tyoma fingered the smaller card. �I have two slot cards. This one is the latest version of our combat chip. It�s the first version where our testing hasn�t come up with any major flaws. The other one is a mind data card. I�m not sure why I brought it other than the fact that the two cards these guys stole from us included one of these, and I worried that they might demand one for some reason.�
�It�s what your colleagues called an injector card?�
�That�s right.�
�Whose data is on it? Yours?�
�No, though the one they stole had my data on it. This one is from Doctor Anders Thomsen. He�s Danish. Our molecular engineer.�
�I think you should use the combat card.�
�You�re joking, right? I�m not in bad shape, but I�m still too old to make use of the combat card. If I kicked this stool I�d likely do more damage to myself than to it.�
�I think the combat card can still be useful should you need to move��
The door slid open and the shorter guard Oskar entered. Tyoma thrust his hands behind his back to hide the cards.
�You need the toilet or something?� Oskar asked. �What�s that you got there?�
Tyoma felt his face flush; he felt like a child hiding something from his mother. He slipped the combat card into the waistband of his pants before holding the injector card out for Oskar to see. �It�s nothing, just my files.�
Oskar snatched the card from Tyoma�s hand. �Why�s it so long? Never seen one like this.�
�It�s my vid collection. It�s too big to fit on a standard card. This one is large enough to hold it all.�
�Vids, huh?� Oskar said. �Anything good? You got porn on here?�
�No, nothing like that. It�s old stuff. You wouldn�t like it.�
�Yeah? Let me be the judge of��
�No! Don�t do that!�
It was too late. Oskar had stuck the injector card in his slot. His eyes rolled up so that only the whites were visible, and his body began to shudder. He fell to the floor and thrashed wildly for half a minute, while Tyoma stood in shock, his hands covering his mouth. Finally, Oskar curled up into a fetal position and lay still.
�God! Oh God!� Tyoma said.
�Tell me what happened,� Javier said.
�They�re going to kill me now.�
�Calm down, doctor.�
�How can I calm down? I just killed this man!�
�You killed him. How did you do that?�
�He��he took the injector card and��and��
�Sounds to me like he did it then, not you.�
�They won�t see it that way.�
�It�s always fatal, using the injectors?�
�We�ve never tested it on a human, but on chimps it has always either killed them or driven them completely mad. They are designed to be used on clones from the genetic material of the original mind. This man was not Doctor Thomsen, so�� Tyoma knelt and felt for a pulse on Oskar�s neck. He was surprised to feel a faint but unmistakable beat. �He�s not dead yet. If he lives, surely he�ll be insane.�
�The camera in the hallway shows me that your door is still open.�
Tyoma saw that this was true. He stood up and took a step back from the doorway.
�So get out of there,� Javier continued. �I can use the cameras to try to guide you out safely.�
Tyoma shook his head and sat down on a stool. �I�m not going anywhere. I�ll explain what happened. They�ll have to believe me.�
�Don�t be a fool. The corridor is empty, but it may not be so for long. Go!�
Tyoma slapped his palms to his forehead and squeezed. His head was pounding. Come on! Just breathe!
�Doctor, if you really intend to give yourself over to them, fine, but I won�t waste any more time with you in that case. If you want my help, you must go now.�
Tyoma drew in a long, shuddering breath, stood up, and stepped over Oskar. �Which way?�
�Left. You must be careful. There aren�t many cameras on this level, so I don�t have complete coverage.�
Tyoma crept down the corridor, body trembling with the anticipation of running into someone. The hall seemed to go on forever with unlabeled doors every ten meters or so. He was just passing one when it slid open and a short man, well dressed but sweating profusely, stumbled out. Tyoma yelped and held up his hands.
�Sorry, friend,� the man said. �I�m still shook up over actually going through with that. You, too? Did you just finish?�
�I��ahh.�
�Oh, you�re just about to get started, right? Your first time as well, I can tell. It�s worth every ruble, it really is.� The man let out a strange cackle. �I can�t wait to get home and watch the vid. I drew it out for six hours!�
�Um��
�Hey.� The man put a hand on Tyoma�s shoulder. �Don�t back out now. It�s not like these people have a life worth living anyhow, where they�re from. Go on, you won�t regret it!� The man squeezed Tyoma�s shoulder and walked off rapidly down the corridor.
Tyoma put a hand to his stomach. �These people are sick. Someone needs to destroy this place.�
�There are many places like this around the world,� Javier said. �I�ve come across dozens of them.�
�Why don�t you do something about it?�
�If you knew how much evil there is in people, you�d understand the futility of what you�re suggesting.�
�You could at least��
�Go back! Fast!�
�What?�
�Now! A guard is coming!�
The nausea of the recent encounter was still roiling his stomach. Tyoma gripped his belly harder and turned to jog back the way he�d come. He was in good shape for his age, but he wasn�t used to running and began panting hard after only half a minute.
�Hey!� came a shout behind him. �You there!�
Tyoma picked up the pace. He heard running steps catching up to him. There seemed to be no end to this hall, but he saw the open door to his own room and hurried the last few steps to duck inside. Panting hard, he tried to slide the door shut with his hand, but it wouldn�t budge.
A big guard skidded to a halt just outside the door and stared in at Tyoma. �What are you��Oskar! You��you killed Oskar! Fuck!� The man whipped out a pistol and aimed it at Tyoma�s chest. �Get back, now, all the way to the wall!�
�I didn�t do it,� Tyoma said, shuffling backwards until his back hit the wall. �I swear. He��
�Shut the fuck up!� The guard kept the gun on Tyoma as he knelt and put a finger to Oskar�s neck. �Huh, still alive. What did you do to him?�
�Nothing. He did it himself.�
The guard stood up straight and advanced on Tyoma, his face twisted in anger. �Oskar was a good guy. Tell me again how he just up and knocked himself out!�
�I��
The guard kicked Tyoma in the calf, sending him staggering into a corner.
�Ow! The general said��
�I don�t give a fuck what the general said. Viktor said we couldn�t damage your mind, but what we do with the rest of you depends on your behavior.� The guard looked back at Oskar. �Based on what I see, you�ve earned this.�
Tyoma saw the gun come up. Saw the guard squinting as he aimed carefully down the length of the barrel.
�No! Please!�
Tyoma saw his left kneecap explode as he heard the roar of the gun. All went black.
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That�s it! It�s time to kill the fucker!
Tavik sprinted through the metro tunnel, trying to catch up to the wildly swinging light that was all he could see of Bunny in the darkness ahead. He wished he had thought of the metro earlier, as it seemed like a perfect place to off the big bastard and get away with it.
I can blame it on the Trogs. Tell Viktor that Bunny killed a few of them and the others tore him to pieces.
Tavik couldn�t remember the last time he�d felt this angry. Following Zoya into the metro entrance and encountering the two Trog guards, he had been prepared to give up the chase for the time being, figuring that Zoya would have to come up for air at some point. But Bunny had attacked the guards, breaking the neck of the woman and forcing Tavik to draw his .45 and shoot the other. Then while Tavik yelled at Bunny to give it up, the huge bastard had plowed down the stairs like a charging bull. A shotgun had gone off, and by the time Tavik made it to the landing Bunny had vanished down the escalator, leaving a moaning, bleeding guard behind. He couldn�t say what had gotten into Bunny�Could anyone ever know what went through his pea brain?�but the man was moving faster than Tavik had thought possible. Tavik had stumbled down the dark escalator after him and had been trying to catch up with him since.
He cursed his own stupidity. Bunny had had the sense to snatch up a lamp before plunging into the tunnel, but Tavik had been so intent on keeping within sight of the huge man that he hadn�t grabbed a light of his own. He pushed himself to run faster, all the time worrying he would trip over a rail or some other piece of debris on the tracks.
He probed the painful lump on the back of his head and thanked God that the bitch with the bass had only caught him a glancing blow. I probably wouldn�t have gotten up otherwise. As it was, pain radiated all the way down to his shoulders, his forehead throbbed, and tears coursed down his cheeks. The pounding of his running feet only made it worse.
�Bunny!� he cried out, hoping the crazy bastard might slow down. He yanked out his .45 and promptly fumbled it away. It made a clattering sound in the darkness, but there was no time to stop and search for it, so he cursed again and kept running. He still had his shard pistol, though he had rarely used it, since the ammo was so costly and hard to procure.
The light ahead stopped swinging and Tavik began to draw closer. Soon he discovered what had slowed Bunny�the tunnel was partially blocked by rubble from a collapsed section of the ceiling. Without a light of his own, Tavik kept striking his feet painfully on rocks and other debris. He cursed loudly and colorfully until he reached clear tunnel once more.
The lamplight wasn�t so far away now. �Bunny!� he yelled again.
The light vanished. Must have gone round a bend in the tunnel. Tavik drew in a deep breath and sprinted harder, panic welling up inside as he flung himself forward in pitch blackness. He tripped over something in his path and barely managed to keep his feet.
Light suddenly blazed forth and a series of disjointed images stitched themselves across Tavik�s eyeballs�Bunny�s huge form barring the way; Bunny�s meaty hand lifting a hood on the l& Bunny grinning maniacally, his big square teeth nearly glowing in the lamplight. With no time to think, no time to halt his forward momentum, Tavik crashed into Bunny and bounced off as if he�d run full speed into a brick wall. The air was knocked from his stomach, and Tavik tried desperately to breathe again, while Bunny�s laughter echoed from the tunnel walls. Then Bunny was off and running again.
At last Tavik was able to draw in air again and he pushed himself to his knees. Pain flared in his chest even worse than that in his head, and he wondered if he had cracked some ribs. He was reminding himself of the need to ignore the pain and follow the light, when he noticed another bobbing light coming up the tunnel from behind. Are the Trogs following us? The presence of the second light made Tavik feel better; should he lose Bunny he might not be condemned to wander in utter blackness after all.
Tavik reached into his coat and gave a comforting stroke to the handle of his shard pistol. He grinned and winced as the pain in his ribs flashed again. I�m gonna take great pleasure in blowing your fucking head off, Bunny! he thought, and resumed the chase.

Zoya growled in frustration. The last few times she had glanced back there had been nothing but darkness, and she had dared hope that they might have lost her pursuers for good, but now there was once again a dim glow from behind.
�Up here,� Leonid said, climbing some wooden steps up to a platform. They had entered another station, though this one had no sign of Trogs in it, just a vast dark emptiness. The sounds of their feet running over marble and their panting breaths echoed through the murk. Leonid ran up a set of stairs and into a connection tunnel.
�Where are we going?� Zoya gasped.
Leonid held the lamp higher. �You wanted to cross the river near The Pyramid. This is the closest way, through Borovitskaya.�
Soon they entered another station platform and jumped down into the track well. Zoya prayed that Tavik would lose her during the change between stations. On they ran for what felt like ages. She caught her second wind and the stitch in her side faded.
�How much farther?� she asked, but Leonid didn�t respond.
She heard a splash from ahead and her foot came down in icy cold water up to her ankle.
�Don�t worry,� Leonid said. �It�s not deep.�
The light from the lamp rippled from dark water covering the floor of the tunnel for as far as she could see.
�What is this?� she hissed, fearing to raise her voice in case the mobsters might hear her.
Leonid thrust his chin forward as if to say, You�ll see, and waded ahead. Zoya�s boots squelched in the shallow water, every step sending a shiver of pain through her bruised knee. Their feet splashing through the water sounded loud to her ears, and the tunnel filled with a dank and earthy smell.
Zoya felt drained of energy. As she sloshed forward, she pulled small chunks of bread and cheese from her pocket and chewed them.
�We�re going under the river now,� Leonid whispered.
There was another tunnel collapse ahead, this one nearly blocking the entire passage. Water dripped from overhead and in some places small torrents pattered down the wall.
�It�s going to fall in on us!� she said.
Leonid shook his head. �It�s been like this for years.�
�What are you going to do when it gives out and the river comes down?�
He shrugged and headed for the left side of the tunnel, where there was just enough room to squeeze through the blockage.
Zoya looked back again and gave an involuntary squeak when she saw how close the bobbing light now appeared. �They�re getting too close!�
Leonid shrugged again. �Once we pass this collapse, it�s not much farther. Watch the pipe.�
Without the warning, Zoya might have impaled herself on a narrow, rusty pipe jutting up from the rubble. She carefully stepped around it and sighed as the tunnel opened up ahead. They splashed on through the water and a few minutes later came again to dry tunnel. Several rats scurried amongst a scattering of bones along the far wall.
�How far did you say?� Zoya asked.
�Maybe twenty minutes at this pace.�
�I thought you said it was close?�
Another shrug. �That is close.�
�Where are we going? Another station?�
Leonid nodded. �You aren�t going to like it. Tis a haunted place.�
Zoya had seen far too many dead people to believe in the supernatural. �What does that mean? Ghosts?�
Leonid didn�t respond except to jog a little faster.

Just when he thought it couldn�t get any worse, Marcus�s feet plowed into cold water. The entire run through the tunnel, he had ticked off in his mind the number of new ways he had been terrified this day and tried to number the excuses he had for giving up the chase. Now he added to his list the feel of ice cold water pouring into his shoes while running through a dark underground tunnel. He groaned and then groaned again as he saw the light he had been following grow dimmer ahead. He had come so close to losing it altogether when they had changed stations, but he had managed to keep glimpsing the faint light ahead even as he had struggled up dark, unmoving escalators and stairs.
Every bone in his body felt bruised and he felt as if acid were rushing through his bloodstream. Just give it up. Retrace your steps and go sleep for a week in the apartment. Yet again the image of Zoya�s pouting smile and warm brown eyes asserted itself in his head, and he knew he couldn�t give up on her, regardless of how terrible he felt.
His father�s last words returned to him, and he scowled at the memory. What makes you think you�ll be able to help her? Those men are trained killers, and they have guns. He kicked at the water and splashed onward. You see one pretty face and you�re willing to throw your life away like a love-struck teen? He shook his head. No, he may have only just met Zoya today, but he�d experienced more�and more intensely�with her in this short time than he had ever experienced in his life.
A sharp rock stabbed into his foot and Marcus hobbled close to the wall and braced his back against it to allow his free hand to massage the injured sole. Whatever it was, at least it hadn�t punctured through the shoe. He was so tired that he was having trouble even holding up the torch. The thought of giving up rose up through the chatter in his head again, always in his father�s voice. Mentally he shoved the thought away with all the violence he could muster. He gritted his teeth and set off after the distantly bobbing light.

It was the smell that told Zoya they were getting close, the same faint whiff of corruption that she smelled in the morgue every day at work.
�There is death ahead,� she said.
�I told you that you wouldn�t like it,� Leonid replied.
They trotted on for several more minutes until the light from the lamp showed the tunnel give way to a broad darkness, and Zoya knew they had come to the station.
�What station�?� She squealed as she tripped and landed hard on something both soft and hard. Her hand closed around a sticklike object, and opening her eyes she found herself staring in the dim light directly into the empty sockets of a human skull. Now she screamed and scrambled backward, her hands shoving at rib bones until she collapsed against Leonid�s legs.
�It�s Polyanka station,� he said.
Zoya glared up at him, then grabbed his arm and pulled herself shakily to her feet. In the dim light she saw a neat row of skeletal corpses laid out along the track in rotting sleeping bags or blankets. �What is this?� she whispered, a hysterical note in her voice.
�Come,� he said and stepped over the bodies as he headed for a set of wooden steps leading up to the platform.
Something�s missing, she thought. She had nearly grown accustomed to the cold metal of the gun gouging her skin of her lower back, but that feeling was gone now. Her hand encountered nothing but her waistband when she reached for the weapon. It must have fallen out when I tripped. The idea of being without a weapon with Tavik on her tail terrified her, but trying to scrounge through corpses in almost total darkness seemed even worse. I don�t have time for this!
Zoya looked back down the tunnel but couldn�t see any sign of her pursuers. Calm down, she told herself, and tried to get her breathing under control. She watched Leonid step up onto the makeshift stairs and was surprised when they didn�t collapse. Taking another deep breath, she carefully stepped around the bodies and followed Leonid up the creaking steps to the platform. She gasped when she saw that many more of the corpses were splayed out in the station. They were huddled in small groups around the pillars. It smelled like a charnel house, but faintly enough that she knew these people had died long ago. The only sound was a rustling so low that at first she thought she might be imagining it, until she spotted the red gleam of the lamplight reflected from the eyes of several rats.
Zoya caught Leonid by the arm. �What happened here?�
He shrugged off her hand and knelt by the nearest body. �Look,� he muttered, lifting something near the skull. Zoya edged closer and a small metallic box implanted in the left side of the skull, the slot interface, and a tiny wire ran from the slot toward the nearby pillar.
�Meshing did this?� She thought back to what she had seen at the station near her apartment. There had been Mesh addicts there, but there had also been people to tend to them. �Where were their minders?�
�They all chose to succumb,� Leonid said.
�But��why?�
Leonid looked about, seeming to examine the darkness of the station. �You think this is an easy life? Begging for food up above? Making stew from rat meat?�
The vehemence in Leonid�s voice made Zoya take a step back. �Why stay then? Why not live with the rest of us out there?�
�We don�t belong there. You are not our people.�
�We are all Russians, no?�
He shook his head and rubbed a hand at the back of his head. Zoya remembered the scar where his slot should have been, and everything clicked into place.
�That�s why you stitched shut your slots.� She pointed at the bodies around the pillar.
Leonid nodded. �We chose to live.�
A distant clatter came from the tunnel from which they had come. Leonid stood up and pointed. �That way is the exit.�
Zoya took a step, then turned back. �You won�t come?�
�I�ll shutter the lamp. They won�t find me.�
�Perhaps I should hide with you. When they give up��
�Go,� he said, shaking his head. �You belong up there.�
�But I have no light. I can�t see to climb the escalator.�
He shrugged. �Go carefully then.�
She turned and tried to pick out a path through the bodies with the dim light. The center of the long hall seemed to offer the best chance of clear floor, so she stepped carefully in that direction. Darkness enveloped her and her ears picked out the faint squeaking of the rats. She placed her steps carefully to avoid tripping over the dead, and every few moments she looked back just so she could see light again. Leonid held the lamp higher and pointed toward the exit, and she realized how easy it was to lose the direction in the gloom. She corrected her course and imagined that she could just make out the ticket booth at the end of the platform.
The light vanished. Zoya clapped her hands to her mouth to stifle a scream. She turned her head back toward Leonid, but there was only utter blackness. Bastard, she thought. Acid flooded her mouth and she spat it out. Don�t panic!
Now light flared behind her again, but when she looked it came from the distant tunnel entrance. Tavik! Her stomach clenched and she lurched forward two steps, dropped to her knees, and retched. Wiping her mouth with her coat sleeve, she wondered if she shouldn�t grab a blanket from one of the corpses and pretend to be one of the dead. The thought made her retch again. Sweat beaded her clammy forehead.
The combat card! She�d been ignoring its various messages while she concentrated on following Leonid through the tunnels, but now she wondered if it could help in some manner. She noticed a red arrow pointing in the direction she thought must be the exit. When she turned her head the arrow turned as well, and tiny letters to the side of the arrow changed as her head swung around. It�s a compass! A giggle escaped her lips. She still couldn�t see a thing in the direction the arrow pointed, but she decided to trust it and began walking ever so slowly. She held her hands thrust out in front of her and stepped over bodies when the toes of her boots found them. The light behind her grew stronger and the sound resolved itself into that of running feet.
Zoya�s hand encountered something hard and coldly metallic. Using both hands, she patted the flat sides until she was certain she had found a ticketing booth. Behind her came a shout and the light jerked and dimmed at the sound of a large body hitting the ground. Zoya edged by the booth and saw a faint gleam of light off of metal ahead of her. It was the bank of escalators. Now that she could see again, she hurried toward the closest one. She saw where the light came from, as far above up the long escalator sunlight streamed in from the metro entrance.
With a whimper at the thought of the exhausting climb, Zoya stepped up onto the first stair. She didn�t trust her footing in the dim light, so she climbed using all four limbs. The sunlight was discouragingly far away, so she concentrated on the placement of her hands with each upward step. A hint of fresh breeze wafted down from above and cooled the sweat on her brow. Her injured knee and elbow protested, and even her uninjured muscles threatened to give out from overuse, but she overruled them with her mind and forced her way up step by step toward the light.
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Marcus stumbled to a halt, panting, and gripped his painful, heaving sides with one arm while the other trembled to keep from dropping the torch. He had tried so hard to keep up with the swaying light. It had vanished some time ago, and Marcus had done his best to pick up the pace, despite his utter exhaustion, but he had never caught sight of it again. Now he was done, blown like an old racehorse that had tried to run a derby.
What a day. It seemed like weeks since he had taken the exam for his doctorate, though it had been less than a day, even with all the time zones. Who could have ever imagined he would be trotting through pitch dark tunnels beneath the streets of a strange metropolis, chasing after Russian gangsters no less? He had never imagined doing anything so absolutely insane in his life, and yet he undeniably felt more alive than he could ever recall. Despite the exhaustion, the hunger, the fear. The picture floated up in his mind again��the photo of Zoya on the wall, with sad eyes and a small, sad smile. He�d seen her in person, but it was always the photo that pushed to the forefront of his mind when he thought of her.
Now he imagined what that impossibly beautiful woman was going through at this moment, running for her life, her family and friends dead, an unrelenting nightmare and�who knows?�perhaps by now the bastards had already caught and killed her. And he could do nothing to prevent it from happening. Even if he could catch up with them, what could he be expected to do to help her? A scene formed in his mind as his panting breath finally slowed�him shouting at the mobsters just as they are about to shoot her; them turning and shooting him instead, giving her the one chance she needs to make her escape; him dying with a smile on his lips, knowing it was worth it to give it all up for her. He slapped a hand to his forehead. Stupid daydreaming fat ass! If you can�t help her then call Father and get this farce over with!
He lifted his chin and gave a start when he noticed a dim light in the distance. Are they coming back? Did they kill her and now they are coming for me?
Whoever it was, they were in no hurry. The light bobbed and took its time getting any brighter. Then it halted, and Marcus realized the person or persons must have seen his own flickering torchlight. Marcus considered his options and realized that escape wasn�t an option. He was finished. He took a few steps in the direction of the light, figuring he might as well make it easy for everyone. Should I call Papa? A breeze wafted down the tunnel, carrying a faint sickly-sweet smell that he couldn�t place. The light began to move again.
�Hello?� he said, then realized he had forgotten to use the translator, so he said it again in Russian. There was no response, but the light grew brighter.
Marcus stopped and waited. If he was going to die, he wasn�t going to strain himself further until that time. He put a hand against the wall of the tunnel, then jerked it away again when he felt its cold griminess. The light resolved itself into a lamp, swaying in the hand of a burly man with thinning hair and deeply etched lines on his scowling face. The man stopped.
�Who are you?�
�Marcus.�
�Foreigner.� It wasn�t a question.
�American.� He was too tired to be precise and say Western American.
The big man shrugged. �What in heaven�s name are you doing here?�
�The girl,� Marcus said. �I�m trying to help her.�
The man scanned Marcus up and down, and Marcus knew how absurd he must look. The man grinned. �How can you help her?�
�I don�t know. I just know that I must try.�
�You�ll never catch them.�
Marcus nodded.
The man stared at him for a long moment before letting out a long sigh. �All right. Follow me. I can at least show you which way to go.� He didn�t wait for a response, but turned and began walking along the track. Marcus shuffled after him.
He couldn�t tell how long it was before the man spoke again, ten minutes, fifteen perhaps. �You smell that?� he asked.
�Yes,� Marcus said.
�Best prepare yourself. There are a lot of dead people in the station ahead.�
�What?�
�Don�t worry, they�re long dead.�
�Why?�
The man shrugged. �The tribe there, they��gave up. That�s all. Just thought you should be ready so you don�t panic.�
�I might panic anyway,� Marcus murmured.
�Maybe, but at least you know. Where you need to go, you�ll have to walk through them all. Here, see?�
The man stopped and in the lamplight Marcus could see lumpy forms laid out in rows across the ancient track bed.
�Maybe don�t look at them closely,� the man said. �Just step over them and keep moving.�
The man started forward again, and Marcus took a deep breath of the musty air and followed, trying to avoid tripping on the blanket covered forms using only his peripheral vision.
�Up here,� the man said, holding his lamp high so the light illuminated a set of wooden stairs rising to a pillar-lined platform. Many more bodies were scattered around each of the pillars. The man pointed and said, �Follow the hall that way and you�ll come to the exit. It�s a long climb up.� He turned and began walking down the train tunnel again.
Marcus watched the man�s broad back fading away in the darkness. �Thanks,� he said. There was no indication the man heard him.

Zoya was glad the sun set late in the summer. Seeing the sunlight streaming in through the broken metro entrance seemed like one of the most beautiful sights in her life. When she stepped out onto the sidewalk an odd feeling swept through her. She had walked this way to work for years, passing the old metro station without much thought, so it felt funny to rejoin her familiar path from a completely different route. She didn�t hesitate in choosing her direction, but turned immediately toward the morgue, knowing that the river was just beyond and if she took a left there she would come to The Pyramid. It also occurred to her that Tavik might assume she went into the morgue. If he stopped there, she might manage to lose him.
She found herself humming an old tune by The Beatles and forced herself to stop. It felt irreverent to hum on such a day. Music was a more or less constant part of her normal life, but today was anything but normal. She realized her mind must have dredged it up because she always listened to music while walking to work.
She looked back but didn�t see any sign of pursuit. Hopefully Tavik would have more trouble than she had climbing the interminable escalator steps. She turned to look for the morgue. It was once part of the nearby Hospital #23, but it had been forced to move when one of the wings collapsed, long before Zoya had gotten the job. Now it occupied the part of a building that used to be a dress shop. Her boss Pyotr preferred to call it the �clinic�. The larger room was used to prepare bodies for viewing by their grieving loved ones before cremation, though on some occasions a pathologist would come in to perform an autopsy if something suspicious was involved. There was also a small office, a toilet, and of course the viewing room with its thick carpet and rows of plastic chairs.
It struck her that her life as she had known it was completely over. It wasn�t just the loss of her family, though that was the worst, naturally. There was no going back to her job. There was no returning to any normal life after today. Even if she could somehow evade Tavik, the city authorities were bought and paid for by Tavik�s bosses. She latched onto the thought that she might be able to somehow make it to the countryside, to her friend Irina�s family dacha, and hide there until��until what?
She looked back again, wanting to slip by the clinic without Tavik spotting her. Still no sign of pursuit. She turned forward again and her heart nearly stopped�a silver sky cycle stood in the clinic parking lot. Pyotr had no business being at work on a Sunday, but that was clearly his cycle, standing in the spot where he always parked it. Would Tavik leave Pyotr alone if he came to the clinic and found Zoya wasn�t there? She didn�t think it likely. An exasperation that bordered on anger welled up in her chest. She�d had a chance to possibly escape Tavik for good, but she couldn�t pass by and leave Pyotr to his fate. She hurried forward, thinking that perhaps she could get him out of there quickly and he might even be able to help her escape on his sky cycle.

Tavik stretched his arms and let the warm sunlight wash over him as he walked through the door of the metro and onto the sidewalk. After the horrors of the past half hour spent crawling through the dark over countless moldering skeletons and up the unmoving escalator that never seemed to end, the sunlight and the clean air felt like passing through the gates of heaven. Even better, he could see Bunny�s huge form far ahead in the direction of the river. No! I know this place. It�s close to where Zoya works. That�s why she went this way!
Tavik grinned and set off after Bunny. Twice Bunny skittered behind cover, and Tavik assumed Zoya must have looked back to try to spot him. It was amazing how agile the big fuck could be. Bunny had slowed his pace, stalking Zoya rather than trying to catch up to her, so Tavik made up ground on him easily. By the time Bunny turned off the sidewalk into the parking lot of the morgue, Tavik was within hailing distance. He would have called out to Bunny if he thought the bastard would stop, but he decided it would be better to try to get the drop on him. Bunny broke everything he touched, and Tavik didn�t want him touching Zoya. If anyone�s going to break her it�s going to be me.

�What are you doing here?� Zoya practically screamed. She couldn�t believe her eyes. It wasn�t just Pyotr here, but her friend Irina as well. The grins they had flashed upon her entrance into the office withered at her reaction. Zoya pointed a finger at Irina. �Ira, I told you to get out of the city!�
�You said leave a message with Pyotr,� Ira said, face flushing red. �He said to meet him here. Said he had some work to do. And��and I was worried for you. I just wanted to help.�
�Where�s your family?�
�I had them drop me off here and go on ahead. Pyotr said he�d take me when he was done.�
�Damn it, Ira! Did I not sound serious enough to you when I called? You can�t be here!�
Ira waved her hands at Zoya. �Calm down! We�ll leave now. Or better yet, we can call the police.�
Zoya wanted to slap Ira. How could she be so stupid? She turned to Pyotr. �We�ve got to get out of here now! They�re right on my heels, don�t you understand?� Her voice became shrill. �They�ll kill us all!�
Pyotr got up from his chair, his face pale. �Look, my cycle won�t hold three. Here, let�s go out and I�ll tell it you have permission to take it. You two can go.�
�What about you?�
�I�ll��I�ll go out the back and hide somewhere.�
That didn�t sound good to Zoya, but she didn�t have time for further planning. �All right, but let�s go!� She waved an arm at them and turned toward the door.
Bunny�s huge body filled the door frame, a blank look on his face.
Zoya moaned.
�Jesus!� Ira cried.
�You stay back!� Pyotr yelled. �I�m calling the police.�
Bunny grinned.
The combat card made its presence felt as Zoya�s heart raced. The now-familiar sensation of time seeming to slow was a welcome comfort to her, and she seized upon the first tactical option the card offered up and reached for the pistol in her waistband. Dammit! I forgot I lost it.
The second door in the office led only to a small closet, so Bunny blocked the only egress. The metal desk was blocking Pyotr and Ira from immediate harm, but there was nothing between Zoya and Bunny but three meters of thin carpeting and a small table with a coffee pot on it. I�ll have to distract him, Zoya thought. Give them a chance to escape. But where�s Tavik?
Bunny lurched forward a step, holding his arms out wide as if he were tending net at a soccer match.
Zoya swung around one edge of the desk and cried out, �Come and get me, you nutcase!� She glanced at her friends and gave a quick tilt of her head, hoping they would understand that they were to use Bunny�s attack to make their escape.
Bunny halted and widened his wolfish grin. He wasn�t letting anyone go anywhere.
Zoya kept her peripheral vision on Bunny while she looked for something to use as a weapon. A filing cabinet held a fake potted plant and one of the coffee cups. She seized the cup and flung it at Bunny�s head. It skimmed by his right ear and shattered against the door frame. �Motherfucker!� she yelled and reached for the potted plant. Bunny lunged for her with astounding speed. Even with the combat card�s ability to make time seem to stretch, he nearly reached her before she was able to adjust her aim and bring the ceramic pot down on his head. The blood pounding in her ears sounded louder than the muffled shattering of the pot. Bunny�s momentum carried him into her despite the soil in his eyes and a heavily bleeding cut on his thick brow. His arm flailed and caught her midriff and they crashed together into the wall beside the filing cabinet. Zoya managed to protect her head, but the wind was knocked out of her and her back hurt from taking the brunt of the impact. She slid to the floor, trying desperately to breathe, while Bunny loomed over her, his arms planted against the wall and his blood pattering down onto her lap.
Still unable to breathe, Zoya gave up on trying to maintain control and gave herself up fully to the combat card. Her palms planted on the floor, she kicked up hard into Bunny�s groin. He grunted but gave no further sign that it affected him. His right hand grabbed her hair, but it slipped from his grasp and Zoya was grateful that she had cut it short. She finally gasped in a breath and kicked again, this time at his knee. Pain lanced up her leg; she might as well have been kicking an oak tree. Bunny�s left hand made a fist and plunged down at her face. Despite how slowly the swing seemed to move, Zoya was unable to fully evade the blow, and though the full force of his punch missed her, the graze across her cheekbone was enough to send her rolling into the coat rack in the corner of the office.
As Bunny slowly plodded toward her again, Zoya saw Pyotr and Ira hesitating in the office doorway, their frightened gazes turned back toward the assault. �Get out!� Zoya screamed, her voice slurred from the blow to her jaw. �Run!� Then she could see no more, because Bunny was on her, one of his huge, booted feet lashing out at her side. She twisted and managed to catch the blow on her buttocks. Zoya was sure there should be more pain; the combat card must be deadening it in some way. Bunny reared back to aim another kick at her, and the coffee pot shattered against the side of his skull and sent him reeling sideways into the wall. Pyotr stood behind him, a dazed look on his face.
Zoya wanted to yell at him again, to tell him to run, but she couldn�t seem to wrest control of her body back from the card. She got her feet under her again and dove behind the desk, rolled, and came up in an aikido stance. Watching what happened next was horrifying, but she was helpless to stop it�Bunny rebounded from the wall and planted an elbow hard into Pyotr�s face. Pyotr flew back against the filing cabinet, his nose a ruin, blood spattering the off-white plaster of the wall behind him.
For a moment Bunny looked like he would go after Pyotr again, but his flat shark-eyed gaze stopped on Zoya and he grinned again, swiped an arm through the blood in his eyes, and stalked toward her.

Tavik had never been inside the morgue before, so he slowed down as he approached the entrance door. It was an old building, its entry code box long broken, so the wooden door opened at his push. He yelped as he saw a running blonde woman try to skid to a halt to keep from crashing into him. His hands leaped up and grabbed her. �You�re not Zoya. Who the fuck�?� Suddenly he recognized her. �Irina! It�s been a long time.�
Her eyes were wide with fright and she clutched desperately to her purse. �Let me go!� she cried. �Help Zoya!� She pointed back the way she had come, and Tavik saw flashes of movement through a doorway on the far side of the room.
�You�re not going anywhere,� he said. He grabbed Irina by the collar and dragged her along as he headed across the room. She kept wailing and thrashing at him until he elbowed her in the gut. The room was lined with plastic chairs, with a small raised area at one end. He was still several meters from the doorway when Zoya came running out and tumbled into a pile of chairs. Bunny was fast on her heels, an insane grin lighting up his bloody face.
�Bunny! Stop!� Tavik yelled. He shoved Irina away and reached for his shard pistol. Bunny�s eyes swung around and met Tavik�s. The grin widened. Tavik brought the gun up, but hesitated as he thought of Viktor. If he shot Bunny here, aboveground, there was no way Viktor would buy any story he had to tell, and Viktor would almost surely kill him. The hesitation cost him. Irina leaped onto his back, and as he tried to keep his balance the shard pistol skittered across the floor beneath a row of chairs. He grabbed hold of her forearms and flung her over his shoulder onto the thick carpeting.
�Here!� It was Zoya who had yelled, her voice sounding funny, as if her mouth was half-full of sand. She was holding up what looked like an overly long slot card. �This is what you want. Take it and leave us be!� She flung it and it sailed past Tavik�s head. Bunny had turned his attention back to Zoya again and was advancing on her. �You�ve taken everything from me,� she cried out. �Everything!�
When Bunny got close, Zoya kicked him hard in the stomach. He gave an �oof� sound but stood his ground, lashed out with a fist, and caught her in the chin. Zoya spun back and landed in a pile of chairs.
Tavik looked toward the place where his shard pistol had vanished, decided he didn�t have time to look for it, and rushed at Bunny�s back. �Motherfucker!� he yelled and rammed his shoulder into Bunny�s side as the big man turned. He landed atop Bunny, their faces so close that their cheeks brushed. Bunny looked into his eyes for a moment, then cracked his forehead into Tavik�s. Everything went gray, then faded to black.

Marcus would have given up and called his father if not for the fact that when he exited the metro station he had caught a flash of movement from the corner of his eye and seen Tavik running in the distance. With a groan at his own idiocy, he had set off at a jog, the only thing he could manage. He saw the gangster leave the sidewalk and enter a crumbling, gray building with a sky cycle parked in the lot. Now as Marcus drew near, a blonde woman ran from the entrance door. She stopped near the cycle and held her hands up to her face.
Marcus looked from the door to the woman and back to the door. It�s suicide to go in there, he thought, and pushed through the door anyway.
The room was a mess. Plastic chairs were tossed about every which way. Tavik looked either dead or unconscious against the far wall. Zoya was trying to raise herself to a sitting position, a hand on her jaw, but she seemed too dazed to defend herself from the huge gangster who towered over her.
�No!� he yelled, hoping to distract Bunny. He ran forward but got his feet tangled in the legs of a chair and fell flat on his face. Lifting his head up, he was astonished to see the long slot card that he had found outside Zoya�s apartment building lying just under his nose. An odd feeling of d�j� vu struck him and he snatched up the card as he pushed himself back to his feet.
Bunny had lifted Zoya up off the floor and was holding her up in the air with both of his hands circled around her neck. Zoya�s legs kicked feebly at Bunny�s abdomen and her face reddened as Bunny�s fingers squeezed together.
Ah, Dios, help me now! Marcus charged at Bunny and leaped up onto his wide back. He latched one arm around the big man�s neck and tried to bite into his neck. Pain jagged through his mouth as his teeth came down on metal, and he understood that he had bitten Bunny on his slot.
His eyes caught Zoya�s, but there was no recognition there. Snot sprayed from her nose as she tried vainly to breathe.
The edges of the long slot card dug into Marcus�s palm as he clung desperately to Bunny�s shoulders. He couldn�t think straight, his mind overcome with panic, with fear for himself and for Zoya, with the sheer helplessness of not knowing how to stop the massive gangster. Several times he jabbed the edge of the slot card into the side of Bunny�s face, trying to catch him in the eye. He saw the bloody teeth marks around Bunny�s slot, and his mind in its desperation seized on one final, unfathomable idea�he jabbed the slot card into the gangster�s neck. It took three tries before he could get the card into the slot and jam it home, but the effect was instantaneous. Bunny�s body went rigid. Unable to maintain his grip, Marcus slid to the floor. Zoya dropped down in a heap, coughing and gasping for air. Bunny staggered to one side and tripped over the dais. His body flopped and jerked on the carpeting, only the whites of his eyes showing. The spasms slowed and Bunny�s big body curled up into a fetal position and became still.
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Marcus scrambled across the carpet to where Zoya coughed and wheezed, one hand cradling her throat and the other her jaw. She looked terribly pale to Marcus, except for the raw redness of her neck and�
�Your jaw,� he cried. His doctor training was nearly all theoretical, with just one semester of work with cadavers, so to encounter something like this in reality was unnerving. Her jaw was bruised and swelling, and he figured it was at the very least dislocated and possibly broken. He could see the pain in her eyes as she tried to gurgle words at him. �Don�t talk. Let me try to help.�
He gently took her hand away from her jaw and probed carefully with his own. Despite the discoloration, the bone didn�t feel broken to him, and he breathed a sigh when he found that it wasn�t dislocated. There could still be a fracture, though, that I can�t feel. I need to get her to a hospital. Grudgingly, he opened the link to his father. �Papa, I need your help.�
�That�s right, shut me out and then��
�I don�t need a lecture; I just need your help.�
�Sure.�
�Zoya is hurt. I�ve got to find a nearby hospital or clinic or whatever they use here and get her to it. I�m going to plug into her slot; can you please reprogram some of her nanobots for pain relief?�
�Of course. Tell me the exact problem so I can know what level to program.�
�Her jaw is possibly fractured. She was also nearly strangled and has a badly bruised neck.� As he said this, Marcus snapped the zip-cable into his own slot and then guided the other end into Zoya�s.
�Got it,� Javier replied. �I�ll program some more bots to scan the extent of tissue damage.�
�Thanks.�
�Are you done with this mess? I�ve got what I need, now I�d like to get you to safety. You�ve been altogether too careless with your life in this insane city.�
Having been too consumed with worry over Zoya, Marcus took a moment to look around the room. Under a tangle of chairs nearby lay the wicked looking gun he had seen Tavik brandishing earlier. On the raised platform, the body of the huge gangster curled into itself, apparently lifeless, but beyond him Tavik had raised a hand to his face. Crap! That�ll be trouble!
Beneath his fingers, Zoya�s jaw moved and a hoarse whisper escaped her lips. �Shhh,� he hushed. �Don�t try to talk.� She persisted, so he put his ear close to her mouth.
In a strained rasp she said, �Irina��Pyotr.�
Marcus couldn�t be sure who she meant. Through an open door into what looked like an office, he saw blood spattered on the walls and feared what he might find there. �Is Irina a blonde woman?� he whispered.
A faint nod from Zoya.
�I think she�s all right. Saw her run out of the building. Scared, but she didn�t look hurt to me. Sorry, I don�t see anyone else, unless Pyotr is Bunny�s real name?�
�No,� she rasped, and moved her eyes in the direction of the office.
Marcus shook his head. �I�ll have to check.� He really didn�t want to leave Zoya alone, but he supposed if someone was injured in there�
Tavik groaned loudly and sat up.
Marcus stared at him in alarm. He�d been praying the gangster was too injured to cause more problems, but it seemed his prayers were falling on deaf ears.
With another groan, Tavik pushed himself to his feet and slumped against the wall.
The gun! Marcus thought, disconnecting the zip-cable from his slot. He crawled over and snatched the weapon from the carpet, then stood up to face Tavik. The mobster was rubbing the palms of his hands into his eyes and moaning.
�Papa. Can you get an ambulance��or a taxi or something? I need to get Zoya out of here. One of the bad guys is coming to his senses. I�ve got a gun, but I�m not sure I have the nerve to use it.� He examined the gun, hoping any safety latch would be readily apparent, but he couldn�t find one. A cough followed by mocking laughter drew his attention back to Tavik.
�You,� Tavik said, pointing a finger his way, �foreigner. You�re like a lapdog, running around after us, biting at my heels. Where the hell did you come from? And give me my fucking gun back.� He shoved off from the wall and lurched in Marcus�s direction.
Blood pounded in Marcus�s forehead and he had to remind himself to breathe. He lifted the pistol and pointed it, wavering, at Tavik. �Don�t come any closer or I�ll shoot!� The clear note of panic in his voice made him disgusted with himself.
Tavik didn�t stop and was no more than a couple meters away now. He laughed again. �Come now, let�s all be friends!� He held out a hand and gave it a wave, urging Marcus to hand over the weapon. �It�s all over. I won�t hurt you.�
He�s too close! I can�t��I can�t��but Zoya! Marcus pulled the trigger, hoping the wild swaying of the gun wouldn�t cause him to miss. Nothing happened. The trigger wouldn�t budge.
Tavik cackled and snatched the pistol from Marcus. With exaggerated care he hefted the gun and pointed it into Marcus�s face. �It only works for my hand, friend. Bio��something, whatever they call it.�
Marcus squeezed his eyes shut, awaiting the shot that would end it all. �Bye, Papa. Tell Mama I love her.�
�Marcus! What�s happening!�
Tavik�s continued laughter began to grate on his ears.
�You look so funny standing there waiting to be shot,� Tavik said. He fought to get his laughter under control. �Look, I meant what I said. It�s over. My fucking head hurts too much to deal with all this right now. And this ammo costs too much to waste on you.� He glanced around to where Zoya lay on the floor. �She has what I need. I�ll get her some help. You get the hell out of here. I don�t ever want to see your fat face again, got it? Oh, and you tell that crazy father of yours to leave me alone. Tell him I gave you your life.�
�Marcus!� Javier was practically screaming.
�I�m still here,� he mentally whispered. �Somehow��
A hand pressed to the back of his head, Tavik weaved over to where Bunny�s body lay on the dais. He bent down and snatched the card from Bunny�s slot. �What the fuck is this?� He turned to look at Marcus, held up the overlong slot card. �This isn�t normal. How can a card do that?�
Marcus shook his head. He had no idea what had happened. How could data on a card do what had happened to Bunny? He wondered if he could push his luck with the gangster. �Please��uh, Tavik. I�ll leave, just like you said. Take whatever you want, but please let me take Zoya to a hospital. She needs help.�
As he glared at Marcus, Tavik�s jaw clenched and released, clenched and released. When he finally responded, it was in a deadly whisper. �She�s my girl. I don�t know who the fuck you think you are. One more word out of you and I�m gonna blow your fucking head off.� He pointed a finger at Marcus. �Remember about your father. He messes with me again, I swear I�ll hunt you down and make your death slow and painful.�
Marcus caught movement from the corner of his eye and saw Zoya using both hands to shove herself to a sitting position. He longed to run to her, but Tavik didn�t sound like he was joking. Her eyes met his, and Marcus prayed that she would understand that he had no choice. He took a step back, stumbled against an overturned chair, and lurched around it toward the exit door. �Papa, can you get a car, a taxi, anything?�
�Yes. Got to get you out of there, immediately. Back to the apartment. Back home to Phoenix. Your friend shouldn�t be feeling much pain now, at least. Leave her be.�
�Yeah.� Marcus nodded, tears welling up in his eyes.

Tavik waited until the fat American had gone before turning his attention back to Zoya. She sat with her back against one of the plastic chairs, one hand cradling her neck and the other cupping the left side of her jaw. Her eyes burned into his with a venom he felt was completely unfair.
He stuck the shard pistol into its holster and knelt down near her. �That bastard. Look what he did to you.� Tavik pushed Zoya�s hands down and carefully brushed his fingers along her swollen and bruised jaw line. �If he isn�t dead, I�ll kill him myself, I swear to God.�
Zoya struggled to breathe. He eyes were bloodshot and no longer met Tavik�s, but were instead darting around as if trying to find something to focus on. Spittle blasted from her lips as she vainly attempted to say something.
�Shhh, don�t try to talk,� Tavik whispered. �I�ll get you to a hospital.� He reached to the side of her head, fumbling for the tiny button that would eject the card from her slot. �You don�t need this now.�
Something slammed hard into Tavik�s left ear, knocking him to the carpet. Waves of pain radiated from his ringing ear. He thought that the fat American must have returned and blindsided him, but when he opened his eyes it was Zoya standing over him, one leg bent at the knee, her foot aimed squarely at Tavik�s face. Before he even had a chance to scream out a protest, the foot whipped downward and smashed his head into the carpet. Only the carpet�s thickness kept him from blacking out.
�You fucker!� came a terrible shriek. The strangest thought occurred to Tavik, that he had never heard Zoya curse before. He opened his eyes in time to see the foot come crashing down again.
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The whole universe was pain. Pounding, pulsating, blinding pain beat at his mind and body in ways he never could have imagined in his craziest dreams. Through the pain there was only one bit of knowledge for him to latch onto and desperately cradle�I am Dr.�Artyom Vladimirovich Grachev. Repeating this single fact like a mantra was all that kept him sane.
He tried to say it aloud�I am Dr.�Artyom Vladimirovich Grachev�but his mouth wouldn�t work. Through the whirlwind of pain, he narrowed his concentration to his mouth alone. It felt all wrong. Besides the pain in his gums, his teeth, his tongue, and any other part of himself that he turned his attention to, it all felt wrong. His jaw felt enormous. He tongue was so thick it filled his cavernous mouth, making it difficult to breathe. His teeth felt jumbled and clenched together in a manner completely unfamiliar to Tyoma.
The repetition of his name suddenly reminded him of another mantra he felt he had recently been repeating�When you wake, it may be in a new body. Thinking this brought back more memories. He was a scientist. The mantra was something he practiced each time he lay down for a mind recording. Could it be�?
No. It�s not possible. This body doesn�t feel like mine at all, even at a younger age. And I�d be in a cr�che with lots of tubes sticking out of me. Tyoma tried to open his eyes, but they felt as if they had been welded shut. He focused on his right hand, tried to open and shut it, and found that it too felt all wrong. His hands had always been slender and agile, while this hand felt as meaty and thick as his alien tongue.
�Urgh.� The sound came from his mouth as he breathed out, yet the rumble was much too deep to be his own voice. What the hell has happened to me?
It struck him that the pain had lessened, if only a little. The worst was his head, where it felt as if someone were bludgeoning him with a mallet. He would never say that the pain was bearable, yet it was slowly receding.
Images flashed through his mind of chimps in the lab where they conducted the tests. When they writhed in their cages, was this what they were going through? He�d always known the testing had to be painful, though of course it was necessary if science were to advance, but was it truly this horrific?
There were faint sounds, voices, somewhere nearby but he couldn�t concentrate enough on them to understand anything.
He tried his eyes again, and this time with great effort he managed to open them. Painful light made him squeeze them shut again. He spent what felt like hours but was probably only minutes blinking shallowly to allow his eyes to adjust to the light. When he could keep his eyes open at last, everything was blurry. He saw colors and vague shapes, but he had no idea what he was seeing.
The pain had receded further, except for the pounding headache. He tried to lift an arm, felt it twitch and jerk several times before he managed to bring it up and drop the hand down onto his face. Not his hand. The hand. Because this hand felt about twice the size of his own. The process of lifting the arm taught him another lesson about this body. Despite the weakness he felt through the waves of pain, this body was also very strong. Many times stronger than he had ever been during his life.
With great effort, Tyoma lifted the hand from his face and stared at it. The hand was absolutely not his. It was the hand of a giant, calloused and hard where his own hands had always been pale and soft.
The pain in most of his body�the body, he corrected himself�had subsided to a dull throb, though his headache continued to pound inside his skull. He dropped the hand back onto his face and rubbed the thick fingers hard into his forehead. This can�t be, he thought. Nearly every test they had ever run using the mind data cards had indicated that the layering of data and reconfiguration and reconstitution of the mind synapses could only succeed in a true clone. He couldn�t possibly have awoken in someone else�s body. The contradiction between the thousands of tests he had conducted over the years and what he was experiencing now was nearly as painful as the damned headache that was making it so difficult to order his thoughts. Nearly every test� The one time a test succeeded, the chimp had been one with severe mental issues.
Sit up, he told himself. His arms flopped outwards, each movement uncoordinated and jerky. Lack of muscle memory, Tyoma thought. That was something he had specifically programmed for, knowing that even in a cloned body the muscles would be different from the original body�s. Finally he got his hands positioned correctly and strained hard to shove himself up to a sitting position.
Somewhere behind him he heard a cry�a female cry� and then, �This is like a bad vid. You just won�t stay down, will you?�
Tyoma slowly turned his head, forcing the neck muscles to obey his commands, and managed to catch a fleeting glimpse of a slight young dark-haired woman vanishing through a doorway across a large dimly-lit room. Plastic chairs were scattered around as if a tsunami had blown through. Several meters away lay the body of a man with dirty blond hair and a black solar coat.
Boy, I�m really in trouble, Tyoma thought. What the hell is happening?
Ever so slowly he managed to get to his hands and knees and then used the wall to help himself stand upright. His knees wobbled for a moment until he felt strength flood back through his new body. Looking down from a much greater height than he was used to, Tyoma took in his enormous chest and even larger belly, all covered in black clothing and a gray solar coat identical in cut to that of the man on the floor, though much larger.
Tyoma took some comfort in knowing what had to be going on inside this body. He�d done most of the coding himself after all. Assuming an injector card had been used, some of the code installed in his new slot would be reprogramming nanobots to help his brain assimilate with this body�s unfamiliar muscles. He�d have to move slowly for a while, but the out-of-body queasiness he was feeling should stop before too long.
He probed at his own thoughts, searching for traces of the brain�s previous owner. He�d always wondered what happened with the chimps when they used the injectors on them�were the original personalities destroyed, or were they still in there somewhere, hidden away, waiting for a chance to bubble up to the surface?
He took three deep breaths and then inched his feet around until he could get his back to the wall. Sweat dripped down his face from the effort. He wondered what the hell he was smelling, then realized it was himself. This guy didn�t wash much.
He looked around the room and saw nothing to help him understand where he was. The door the woman had gone through was open a crack and dim light filtered down onto the carpet. I should get outside. Figure out what to do. Maybe go home��oh crap! As soon as he thought of his apartment he realized he was in trouble. Everything he owned, everywhere he had access, his work, his air car, all the money in his accounts, it all ran off the biometrics of his original body. He wouldn�t be able to do anything. He slid down the wall into a squat and breathed deeply to fight back the desire to retch. Wait��wait, he thought. You programmed the recording to copy the contact database over from the old slot. You can call up Kostya. He can help set things straight.
He was steeling himself to try the call when the man on the floor let out a pitiful groan.
Tyoma took a deep breath and wobbled forward several steps before dropping to his knees next to the man in black. He winced when he saw the man�s face. Women had probably found it attractive once, but now the nose was mashed flat and blood dribbled down the man�s cheeks to pool on the carpet. Tyoma felt like a baby trying to say its first word. His tongue still felt like it filled up his mouth, and he couldn�t seem to form it into the necessary shapes to form vowels and consonants. He forced some air through his windpipe but all that came out was, �Khuh��khuh.� Slobber dripped down to mix with the blood on the man�s cheek.
The man groaned again and opened one eye, then snapped both of them open wide. �B-Bunny?! Fuck! Nothing can kill you.�
Bunny? That�s who once owned this body? Must have been an associate of this man. I wish this damned tongue would work.
�Stop drooling on me, would you? Help me up.�
Tyoma wasn�t sure he could stand up himself without the aid of a wall, but he grasped the man�s proffered hand anyhow, got one knee up, and slowly pulled himself upright, bringing the man up with him.
�Ow, my face! My ribs!� the man said. �That cunt really fucked me up. And you! You practically broke my fucking forehead! If my brains weren�t hurting so much, I�d blow your ugly head off.� He put a hand to his mouth. �Shit, my front teeth are loose. You got a handkerchief or something?�
Tyoma instinctively dropped his hands down to pat his coat pockets and felt a lump in one of them. It took a minute to worm his huge hand into the pocket. Inside he felt something very strange, both soft and lumpy at the same time. He grasped the fuzzy object and slid it out of his pocket.
�Shit,� the man said, chuckling despite the pain. �I forgot about that.�
I really must be in some insane dream, Tyoma thought. Dangling from his thick fingers was a scrawny�and quite dead�gray and white cat.

Letting the door swing closed behind her, Zoya gasped when she saw the beauty of the sunset, the skyscrapers across the river limned with red. Stop it, she thought. All you need is for that big bastard to catch you gawking at the skyline.
The parking lot was empty except for the sky cycle, and that was useless without Pyotr. She assumed he was dead, another victim of this damnable day. To her left she saw the dark silhouette of The Pyramid in the near distance. I�m coming for you, you bastards, she thought and began walking toward the sidewalk in the direction of the mobster base.
�Zoya!� came a hiss from the bushes that ran along the side of the clinic. In the shadows she saw two figures. �It�s me, Marcus.�
Zoya took a step forward and peered at the couple. The other figure was her friend Ira. She forced herself to talk through the pain in her jaw. �What are you two still doing here? Are you that stupid? You want to die? I told��
�We were afraid to leave you,� Marcus said, waving at her to join them in the bushes. �I couldn�t stand the thought of leaving you there with Tavik.�
She shook her head. �Let�s stop talking and get out of here.� She didn�t wait for a response but simply stalked off in the direction of The Pyramid.
�Wait,� Marcus said, jogging after her. �You�re not still going off to get yourself killed in that place, are you? You�re really hurt.�
Zoya kept her eyes focused on her destination. �It�s none of your business what I do.�
�How can you say that after what we�ve been through?�
�We?� Now Zoya stopped and thrust her face up into Marcus�s. �I�m the one who�s had the day from hell. You�ve just been following me around for some crazy reason. Now call up your father and��
�Zoya, why are you acting this way?� Ira said, throwing her arms around Zoya�s shoulders. �I�m your best friend and you�re acting like you don�t even know me. So you�ve had a rough day. We care about��
�Stop talking!� Zoya shouted, wincing at the pain lancing through her jaw. �None of this matters right now. We can�t stay here. That big bastard Bunny is awake and is going to come out that door any moment now. I�m not sticking around to greet him.� She shoved Ira�s arms away and trotted toward the sidewalk again.
Marcus and Ira caught up with her. �I thought I�d killed him,� Marcus said.
�Well, you didn�t. Good job. Can you please just have your father get you a cab now?�
�I already called him. He�s sending something for Irina. I�m going with you.�
�You�re an idiot, you know that?�
�You�re committing suicide and I�m the idiot? Fine. Just know that I�m going to be killed right along with you.�
�Will you two stop it?� Ira said, struggling for breath due to the fast pace. �I don�t want either of you to die. Why don�t we all just calm down and get in the taxi when it gets here? We can talk things over out at the dacha.�
�Ira, I have to do this,� Zoya said. �I have to do this, and if I don�t go right this moment I�ll never be able to. I don�t want you involved.�
�It�s a little late for that,� Ira said.
�Since when have you ever done anything more dangerous than get a pedicure?�
�Stop being rude,� Ira said. �I don�t want to help you get yourself killed. You said if you stopped to consider your actions you�d never go through with this, well that�s exactly what you should be doing right now�pausing to think about what you�re doing. You�ve lost loved ones and that�s a terrible tragedy. I�ll do anything to help you through that. But you won�t help anything by running off to die yourself.�
Zoya didn�t respond, just picked up her pace. Ira jogged to catch up, Marcus trailing behind her.
�Tell me,� Ira said, �what is your plan? Do you have one? Just announce your presence at the door and say, �Here I am, please shoot me now�? Did you forget that I watched them kill Pyotr? You aren�t going to teach men like these any lessons. They aren�t the type who can learn. Will you please stop ignoring me!�
Zoya grabbed the collar of Ira�s coat and dragged her through the doorway of a crumbling, deserted building. The small entryway smelled of alcohol and urine, and by the trash scattered about it had clearly been lived in by several desperate people. Marcus lingered in the doorway behind them.
�You have no idea what I�ve seen today,� Zoya hissed, thrusting Ira up against the wall. �I began the day with a family and friends, and now you�re the only one I have left. Go to your dacha and be with your family. Live your life. I�ve made my decision and I�m sorry if that upsets you. At least if I know you are safe I can be content with my choice.�
�You want to confront a bunch of butchers,� Ira said, tears streaming from her eyes. �To what end? You don�t have a plan at all, do you?�
�Maybe if the two of you would leave me alone I�d have time to think of something.�
�The cab�s here,� Marcus said. �Just down the street. I�m telling my father to send it on.�
�Please, Zoya,� Ira pleaded. �Put this out of your mind for now. Get in the taxi with us. I�m begging you.�
Zoya stared into Ira�s eyes for a moment. In a whisper she said, �Do you know what happened to Oksana? Because I cannot put that out of my mind, not now, not ever.� She held up a zip-cable. �I�d show you exactly what I saw, but I love you too much to do that to you. You must trust me. I owe Oksana for what they did to her.�
Ira slid down the wall, weeping.
�Go on, Irina,� Marcus said. �The car�s here. I�ll go with Zoya and do what I can.�
Ira wiped her eyes with her sleeve and peered up at Marcus, then her mouth dropped open as her gaze jerked to the doorway.
Zoya whirled around to see a skinny man in a black track suit holding a gun on them. She recognized him as the mobster who�d been driving the sky cycle during the chase earlier. In the narrow entryway she didn�t see any way she could get the drop on him, even with the help of the combat card.
�What is this?� Marcus cried. �We called for a taxi.�
�Your father sends his regrets,� the man said in a raspy voice. �Says you�re to be delivered safely to your apartment.� He pointed the gun at Ira. �I don�t know nothing about you, babe.�
�Don�t you dare hurt her,� Zoya said.
�I don�t give a fuck about her. You two,� he said, nodding toward Marcus and Irina, �stand up against the wall. And you, lady, don�t you move at all or I�ll shoot. I know all about the little toy in your head. In fact, reach up very slowly and eject it��now.�
�How about you take me to your boss at The Pyramid?� Zoya said.
The man grinned. �Looks like we all want the same thing for a change. That�s exactly where I�m gonna take you, okay? Now do as I said.�
Zoya inched her hand up and pressed the tiny button to eject the card. The red glow vanished from around the mobster, along with the green glows from her friends. She felt naked.
Keeping the gun on her, the man held his other hand toward Zoya. �Now hand it to your girlfriend there. She�ll pass it along to me. Drop it and I�ll cap your knee.�
Zoya did as he said, handing the card to Ira, who then gave it�with a wildly trembling hand�to the man, who slipped it into a coat pocket.
�Good,� he said, grinning. He stepped up behind Marcus and Irina and, never taking his eyes�or gun�from Zoya, he expertly patted them down. �Stay right where you are,� he said to them when he had finished. �Now you.� He waved the gun at Zoya. �Turn around and stand still while I search you.�
She did as he asked. He stepped up behind her and quickly felt around her waistband, then skimmed his hand up and down and between her legs.
�Someone sure did a job on your face. Bunny?�
Zoya remained silent.
Straightening, the man felt beneath her left breast and then cupped the right one. Zoya�s sense of outrage and desperation had been growing, and this was the last straw. She smashed her elbow into his stomach, then she whirled and kicked him in the balls. The gun clattered to the ground and the man stumbled against the wall, groaning and cradling his groin. Zoya kicked the man in the face and he screamed.
Faintly she heard Ira yell, �Zoya! What are you doing?�
�Here, I�ve got him!� Marcus was suddenly there, pinning the man�s arms from behind. �Hurry! He�s stronger than I am.�
Zoya stooped and picked up the gun, then held it to the man�s temple. The mobster was wailing in pain, his eyes squeezed shut. She looked up at Ira. �Get in the car. You don�t want to see this.�
Ira was weeping again. �Stop this. They�re going to kill us all.�
�Marcus, let him go. Get Ira into the car.�
�You��you sure?�
Zoya glared at him.
Marcus stood and backed away from the groaning mobster. He clutched at Ira�s arm.
�The car, I said!�
The two just stood there, mouths open.
Zoya blew out her breath and shot the mobster in the head. The shot was loud in the crumbling corridor, but then silence fell.
�What��what did you do?� Ira bawled as she screamed it.
�I told you to go,� Zoya said, her voice flat.
�This isn�t like you, Zoya.� Ira looked like she would collapse until Marcus put an arm around her shoulders.
�It is now,� Zoya replied. �They made me like this.� She knelt and fished the card from the dead man�s pocket, snapped it back in her slot. She searched him and found two more ammo clips.
�What now?� Marcus whispered.
Zoya stood up. �Like I said before, get in the car. Your father can control it, I assume?�
Marcus nodded, then supported Ira while he half-dragged her toward the gangster�s air car.

Getting into the back seat of the air car was a blur to Marcus. His body trembled from utter exhaustion. He opened a link to his father and asked him to grant them rights to the car. Once his father complied, Marcus said, �Papa, you betrayed us. What could you possibly be thinking?�
�You left me little choice. I keep trying to extricate you from this mess and you seem intent on getting yourself killed for this girl. Don�t you know I�d kill everyone on this planet for you if I had to?�
�You�re not helping your case. And��and this was the second time you�ve done this! You made it sound reasonable at the time, but you betrayed us to these guys earlier as well. I don�t��I don�t even know who you are!�
�All that matters is getting you home safe,� Javier replied. �Then we can talk and you�ll see this was for the best. If it�s girls you�re interested in now, well we can find one for you��
Marcus slammed a fist into the car seat. �Are you this callous? Zoya is a human being. You act as if you care so much about life that you want a body back? Well Zoya is real. You aren�t seeming very human to me right now.�
�Idealism is an indulgence of the young. You�ll find out once you mature just how ridiculous it is. Family is what matters. You and I are family, and despite what your hormones may be telling you, she isn�t.�
�You�re a soulless bastard.� Marcus severed the link.

�This has been one fucked up day, hasn�t it, Bunny?� The injured man had found a small toilet behind a wooden door off the main room and was dabbing blood off his face with a wet paper towel.
Tyoma still couldn�t trust his mouth to work, so he whispered a small prayer in his mind and dropped the dead cat in the trash beneath the sink. He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror and shuddered. Frankenstein�s monster looked kind next to me. I can�t believe I got stuck in this body.
�I thought you were gonna keep it as a pet,� the man said, tossing the bloody wad of paper in after the cat. �Look, I�ve called for my car and it should be here soon. There�s no need for you to stick around. The bitch got me good and I don�t imagine she�s stupid enough to let me catch her again. Why don�t you go on home?�
Tyoma was glad the man wasn�t forcing him to speak. He shrugged his massive shoulders and turned to lumber off toward the exit door.
The man�s voice trailed after him. �Yeah, uh, I guess I�ll just see you tomorrow, eh?�
Tyoma shoved the door open. He was finally finding it easier to move in this shambling mountain of a body, though he imagined it would be a long time before anything became easy for him. Outside he found a dark parking lot with a silver sky cycle. The sun had recently set and downtown Moscow glittered with thousands of lights. Off to his left he recognized the gleaming claw-shape of The Pyramid�s hotel towers, and he suddenly knew where he was. He looked across the river at the city center again, trying to pick out his apartment building. If only I could get into it.
He checked the time and date on his slot and was surprised. His last memory was from Friday evening, and that was only two days ago. For some reason he had assumed it was much further in the future.
He sighed. Time to call Kostya. He accessed his contact list, found Kostya, and sent out a link request. It was answered immediately.
�Tyoma! You�re okay! We�ve been worried sick about you.�
�I don�t know what has happened to me.�
�Did he get you out of The Pyramid?�
Tyoma looked over at the brilliantly lit towers of The Pyramid again. �Did who get me out? What are you talking about? Do you know what�s happened to me?�
�Dr.�Saenz. He�s been helping you, hasn�t he?�
Tyoma�s head was beginning to hurt again. �I don�t know anything about a Dr.�Saenz. Look, I�m in trouble here. Can you come pick me up, please?�
�Sure, of course. Find a good place to hide out and send me your coordinates. I�ll be there as soon as I can. You sound odd, though. Dr.�Saenz told us he was helping you.�
�What you doing standing out here, Bunny?�
Tyoma turned to see that the injured man had joined him. �Kostya? Here�s my coordinates. I�m in a parking lot outside some building. Please get here soon, all right?�
�Of course, buddy. Maybe thirty minutes, okay?�
�Yeah.� Tyoma cut the connection. A long air car whooshed in overhead and began settling down toward the parking lot.
�There�s my ride,� the man said. �That what you waiting for? It wasn�t what I had in mind, but what the hell. I�ll drop you off at The Pyramid, but I�m not in the mood to see Viktor right now. Tell him I�ll see him tomorrow.� He waved a hand at his face. �Tell him what happened to me��only don�t tell him a girl did it. Make something up that sounds decent, all right? What you waiting for? Get in.�
Tyoma shook his head slightly and stood his ground. He wasn�t sure what his relationship was with this man, though it sounded like they were colleagues. If they worked together in The Pyramid then they were probably bad news.
�Christ! I don�t got all night. You coming or you just gonna stand there?�
Tyoma didn�t know if he should be frightened of this man or not. He wavered between getting into the car or just doing nothing and hoping the man would go away.
The man shrugged and climbed into the car. A window lowered. �You�re a real nutcase, you know that? Yeah, whatever, see you tomorrow.� The air car rose into the air and Tyoma breathed a sigh of relief.
Come on, Kostya. Hurry up and help me figure out this mess.
Moscow
Sunday, June 8, 2138
10:20 p.m. MSK
A memory of pain. Tyoma snapped his eyes open and the faint echo of pain died away, replaced by a feeling of utter calm. By the painting on the wall he realized he was in his cell in The Pyramid, but he was lying on a gurney that hadn�t been in the room before. No one was in the room with him, but three bots were there going about different chores. The two little round ones were cleaning bots, scouring the last of the blood from the floor. Near Tyoma�s left knee hovered a blocky med bot, checking the tightness of the bulky bandage.
Ah, God! Tyoma thought. Bastard blew my knee off. He vividly remembered the flying shards of bone, the horrific image of his knee seeming to explode. He watched the med bot, grateful not to be feeling any pain.
�You�re back with us,� Javier said. �I was worried when you so suddenly dropped offline.�
�They blew my goddamned knee off!� Tyoma mentally shouted.
�I�m sorry. I told you there weren�t enough cameras on this level for me to be certain you were safe.�
�I�ll never get out of here now.�
�You know, I think it�s for the best,� Javier said. �Let the general�s men take you. I can handle the general. You have nothing to worry about.�
Tyoma couldn�t help but laugh. The situation I�m in and he tells me there�s nothing to worry about! A faint twinge of pain shot from his knee, and Tyoma coughed into his fist several times to stop the laughter. �You know��I�ve spent a very long life working on science��mathematics, coding. Never imagined in my craziest dreams that I would ever become involved with mobsters. I don�t think anyone can ever seriously tell me there is nothing to worry about anymore.�
�I�m not making light of your situation,� Javier said. �I only meant that I can ensure that the general lets you go unharmed. Relax the best you can and trust me. I need you, remember?�
Tyoma imagined attempting what Javier Saenz wished to do and found the idea impossibly difficult. Whatever coding Javier used to build his AI, however brilliant, it wouldn�t be compatible with the type of data Tyoma and his colleagues had been working on for decades. He was afraid to say this to Javier right now, though. Suddenly he wanted to hear the reassuring voice of a friend, so he accessed his contacts list and sent a signal to Kostya. For a minute he thought there would be no answer, but finally it clicked through.
�Tyoma? What�s wrong? I�m just in the car now.�
�I just needed to hear a friendly voice,� Tyoma said. �This has easily been the worst day of my life.�
�I understand. I�m sorry. I�ll pick you up and get you home. We�ll talk it over if you like��or you can draw a nice hot bath and just try to forget about it.�
�Pick me up? Did they call you? They�re letting me go?�
There was silence for a long moment. �Are you okay? I just got off the line with you a few minutes ago, but now you sound like you have no idea we just talked. You gave me your coordinates. What do you think I�m doing in the car?�
Tyoma�s mouth hung open. What the hell? �You��you sure it was me? I�ve been unconscious for some time and just woke up.�
�What? Are you serious?�
�I�m��yeah, I�m staring at the med bot right now while he works on my knee.�
�You said you were in a parking lot. It�s about three kilometers from The Pyramid. I assumed Dr.�Saenz had helped you escape, but you acted like you never even heard of him.�
Tyoma shook his head. Am I losing my mind? �What�s going on? I�m still in The Pyramid. I tried to escape but I got shot instead.�
�Shot!? Are you okay? I��
�Yes, I�m��well, not fine, but I�m as good as I could hope for while still being held prisoner by gangsters.�
�Okay, okay, just a second. Let me think,� said Kostya. �Okay, how about I fly over the location of the coordinates I was given and see if I can notice anything suspicious? After that, I�ll come to The Pyramid and try to negotiate your release.�
�That all sounds dangerous to me,� Tyoma said. �You shouldn�t come here. I don�t trust these people for a moment. And whatever crazy stunt they are pulling mimicking me, that sounds like a trap.�
�Why would they set some kind of trap for me? They have all the leverage they need. When they contacted us earlier they could have just made me come to them. This doesn�t make sense.�
�I know, I know. I don�t know what to say. It just feels wrong.�
�Well��I still want to take a look at the coordinates. After that, I�ll figure out what to do.�
�All right, but be careful. Dr.�Saenz says he can keep me safe once the general comes to get me. Says he can get the general to release me.�
�That sounds good, if he can do it. If he�s anything close to as brilliant as he was in life, I wouldn�t be surprised if he can pull it off.�
�Do you think he�s for real? I mean, a fully-realized AI��we considered working on that once, and we put the idea aside as too complicated.�
�It wasn�t what the military needed from us at that time, remember? I think it�s possible. It�s just too much work for us given what our goal was.�
�If he�s truly for real, he could help us in so many ways.�
�True,� Kostya said. �Though what if we can�t help him with what he wants?�
�I was thinking that myself. Hopefully once he�s over his disappointment his natural scientific curiosity will impose itself.�
�We can hope. Look, I�m going to be at the coordinates soon. I�ll call you back once I figure out what to do next.�
�Promise me you�ll be careful, Kostya.�
�I promise. Don�t fret about me. Just let that med bot do its work.�
�Yeah. Talk to you soon.� Tyoma severed the connection. He couldn�t for one moment understand why someone would call Kostya posing as him. And why wouldn�t Kostya�s contacts database know that it wasn�t the real Tyoma?
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Tavik scowled at the view screen as the air car rose from the parking lot of the morgue. He had long viewed himself as an energetic man of action, a man of great smiles and expansive gestures. A man with a great future ahead of him. Today he felt like a tremendous failure.
Having to kill his best friend had of course not been a good start to the day, but it had been necessary and it was something his conscious could bear without too much of a twinge. Things had only gotten progressively worse, however. He wasn�t used to encountering resistance. He wasn�t used to being made to look a fool. And all of this had been done by a slip of a girl. In the back of his mind he�d always vaguely assumed he would one day marry Zoya, once he�d had enough fun in his younger years and reached a point where settling down felt more important than partying. He had trouble giving up on these dreams despite having been beaten senseless by his intended, and despite her being the reason he had failed to procure the cards his boss had demanded he retrieve.
Zoya�
He knew what the guys always said. You�d have to be stupid to marry a woman when you have a virtual mate at home. All the good things about women without any of the bad. Yeah, right. No matter how much he tried out setting the virtual mate to mimic Zoya, it just wasn�t the same. It feels real, smells real, tastes real, but it just isn�t the real Zoya.
I need a hot bath, he thought. Then I�ll sleep for a week.
The air car began to pick up speed when something unusual caught Tavik�s eye and he told the car to slow down. Below, not a block away from the morgue, a black air car was hovering on the street near an abandoned building. Several dark figures were climbing into it. Can it truly be her? It seemed a long shot, and yet why would such a nice car be near that wreck of a building? Tavik decided it wouldn�t hurt to follow it for a short time, just to be sure it wasn�t her. The bath can wait.
As the black air car rose up in front of him, Tavik gave instructions to his own car to follow it. �Surreptitiously�, he told the car, proud that he knew such a word. See, I may not have finished school, but I�m not as stupid as Viktor thinks I am.
He didn�t have to follow long. The black car headed straight for The Pyramid�s upper landing platform. Tavik wondered what Zoya was up to. �Go on and land,� he said to his car. If she�s trying to get rid of the cards because of the trouble they�ve caused, she could have just given them to me. If she thinks she can get some kind of revenge for Georgy, well, I�ll just have to stop her.

Finally, Tyoma thought. Took him long enough.
The familiar shape of Kostya�s air car coasted to a stop thirty meters up. It was too dark to see his friend through the view screen, but he felt Kostya�s eyes staring down at him. He�s wondering where I am. Tyoma waved an arm up at the car, which continued to sit there.
Guess I�d better call him. He sent a link request to Kostya just as the air car began to move away.
�Yes?�
�Where you going? Get back here.�
�I can�t see you. There�s a scary-looking bastard down there waving��
�That�s me! Someone used one of our injector cards on whoever this guy was.�
�That�s��you know that�s not possible. It never��
�I know, I know, but I�m telling you it worked this time for god knows what reason. Hey, we�ve only tested on chimps. Maybe there�s something different we don�t yet understand about human minds? Whatever, just get back here.�
�I don�t know. This doesn�t ring true to me. I have a lot of trouble believing what you�re telling me.�
�What can I say? I understand completely. All I know is that I woke up like this. It�s a hell of a painful experience. I need you. I need a friend right now to help me get through this.�
The air car banked slowly around.
�I�m coming down. But listen, I need you to talk to me, convince me you�re for real before I let you in the car.�
�Yes, of course. Oh wait, you�ll need to bear with me. My tongue isn�t working right so far, so I�m having trouble speaking aloud. It�s much easier to talk this way.�
�Perhaps, but there�s no guarantee I�m not speaking with someone else. Take your time and get your tongue working.�
The car came to a stop a meter above the ground a few paces from Tyoma. The front window slid down a few centimeters and Kostya�s wary eyes peered out. �You sure are one mean-looking son of a bitch.�
Tyoma had been practicing as the air car had descended. Now he took a deep breath and focused hard on forming his tongue into the proper shapes. �I- It�s mmm- me.� His voice was oddly high-pitched. Another breath. �Ree- really.� As awkward as it felt, he could already tell it would get easier pretty fast.
�Quick,� Kostya said, �what�s our favorite game?�
�Ch- chess on T- T- T- Tuesdays. Swords and Sc- scrolls any other day wh- when we h- have t- time.�
Kostya stared at him a long time, the look in his eyes changing from wariness to compassion. Finally he shook his head. �I just can�t believe it worked. It�s��it�s crazy. Come on, get in.� He told the car to open the door, and it slid upward.
His new body still felt wobbly, so Tyoma took great care to ease himself into the front seat next to his friend. He sighed when he was at last able to drop his head onto the head rest.
Kostya grinned and clapped him on the shoulder. �The guys are going to go nuts over this! They won�t believe it.�
�Not��not t- tonight,� Tyoma said. �Please. Just��need help getting home.�
�Of course, of course. You look tired. It�s just��
�What?�
�Well��you�I mean the original you�you�re in trouble over there at The Pyramid.� Kostya pointed at the nearby resort.
�I�m alive?� Tyoma forced his thick lips into what he hoped was a grin. He recalled many debates over the years as to whether the universe would allow two versions of the same person to live at the same time. Seems I�ve been right all along.
�For the moment,� Kostya said. �You�re hurt, though. I�d like to get you out of there. I�m just not sure how to do it.�
�I m- may be able to help. Th- the guy who was w- with me��I th- think he was a mobster from��from there. He seemed to th- think I was a colleague.�
Kostya told his car to head for The Pyramid. �I guess it makes sense. The only card that could�ve been used on you was the one these mobsters stole from us. If they still think you�re, you know, one of them, then maybe we have a shot at getting you out of there.�
�Even b- better,� Tyoma said, �th- the guy didn�t seem to ex- expect me to speak. M- maybe this guy was a mmm- mute.�
Kostya smirked at him. �You look like someone who was used for muscle, not brains. Just stay quiet and look scary. We�ll fake our way through this.�
Tyoma nodded. He smiled at the thought of meeting himself. We�ll have so much to discuss! I wonder if I can beat myself at chess?
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Everything seemed a blur now to Zoya. And not in the same way as when her heart was pounding and the combat card seemed to slow everything to a crawl. She could focus during the blur caused by the card. While everything else melted away, she was able to concentrate on any one area of her choice and make decisions�thoughtful decisions. Now her heart wasn�t pounding and the blur encompassed everything.
She saw things in flashes. The young American man Marcus, overcome with exhaustion, asleep leaning against the car�s door. Ira constantly glancing back at Zoya from the front seat, her face pale, her attempts to offer a wan smile failing. The glow of the giant pyramid and its curved towers filling the view screens. I�m getting what I thought I wanted and all I want to do now is throw up.
The air car slowed and descended into the dim light of a landing garage halfway up the side of the pyramid. The steady light seemed to make Zoya�s mind clear. She�d never been anywhere close to The Pyramid before. Looking down she noticed that there was no way to access the casino from ground level. They wouldn�t want low-life Muckers dirtying up their paradise.
�Park in your regular spot,� she told the car, hoping the car actually had such a parking space. It began to settle into an open space not far from a neon-lit arched doorway leading into a casino. Two guards in dark suits stood on either side of the arch, while a small group of gaudily-clad patrons sauntered from their long, sleek air car into the noise and bright lights of the casino hall.
When the car settled, Zoya told it to open the doors. She looked over at Ira and tried to smile, but from the look on Ira�s face she wasn�t sure she succeeded.
�Don�t go,� Ira said. �You don�t need to do this. Please, let�s get out of here. Go someplace nice where you can rest.�
Zoya held the gun in front of her face, ejected the clip, and checked the number of remaining rounds. She slammed the clip back in place and patted her pocket to ensure the two spare clips were still there. �Take Marcus to his apartment,� she said. �Ditch this car somewhere and go to your family at the dacha.�
Ira seemed to be all cried out. She stared at Zoya with reddened eyes but said nothing more.
Zoya got out of the car, glanced at the two guards, then ducked back in to look at the sleeping Marcus. She looked longingly at his smooth, dark skin, his expressive lips, his tousled black hair, and wished that life had been allowed to go a different direction. The young man was completely out of place here, and she marveled at the sheer unlikelihood that he had wandered into her life. Why did it have to be the worst day?
She drew herself up and adjusted her solar coat while glancing casually at the guards again. Drawing in a calming breath, she thumbed the safety on the gun and began walking toward the casino�s entrance. Despite her attempts to remain calm, her heart began to pound and the guards took on a red glow. They glanced up at her approach but otherwise showed little interest. When she was within a meter of them, one of the guards grinned at her. Zoya raised the gun and blew the grin off his face. The universe had turned to slow-motion again, and the other guard had no time to react before she put a bullet through his ear.
Screams erupted from the casino and blurry forms began to run or drop to the floor. Zoya brought the hand with the gun down to shield it behind her thigh, ducked low, and skittered through the doorway to shelter near a bank of slot machines. The combat card drew her attention to a man running toward her holding a shotgun. She let the panic show on her face and shouted, �Through there!� while pointing at the arched doorway. The man didn�t hesitate but headed straight for the doorway. As he drew level with Zoya, she whipped the gun up and shot the man in his side. He stumbled against one arch, a shocked look on his face. Zoya erased the look with a carefully-placed second shot.
The screams in the casino became louder than ever. Zoya scanned the room, looking for any new dangers. The card identified several probable guards, but they were all taking cover where they could find it. Zoya realized she was smiling. Ira was right; I�m not myself anymore. I think I�m actually going to enjoy this.

The first shots woke Marcus from a deep sleep. The world was blurry. Somewhere nearby a woman wailed and repeated the word �no� again and again along with a name he recognized�Zoya! He snapped fully awake and sat up from the leather seat. Everything came back to him in a rush. The air car. Irina. But where was Zoya? Irina looked back at him from the front seat with a tear-streaked face. Marcus was about to ask her where Zoya went when he heard two more shots. He scrambled out the open door of the air car, crouched down, and peered around the bumper of the car toward the source of the shots. He saw bodies and pools of blood. The bodies were too large to be Zoya. He breathed a sigh of relief and crept toward the doorway.
�What are you doing? Don�t follow her!� Irina said, leaning out the door of the air car.
Marcus waved at her to get back inside the car. �Go on! Get out of here while you still can.�
�Everyone is crazy!� she cried, before telling the car to shut the doors.
Marcus pressed himself close to the wall as the air car lifted behind him. At least someone will survive this, he thought. When he drew close to the doorway, he forced himself not to look at the bodies. A gun lay on the ground near the outstretched hand of one of the corpses. Marcus considered picking it up, then decided against it. The sick terror he had felt while trying to shoot Tavik had taught him that he wasn�t cut out to use guns. He peered through the arch at an astonishing scene. There was Zoya, crouched and running down the middle of the casino floor. Dozens of people lay prone on the carpeting or hid behind gaming tables and slot machines. Zoya pointed back in Marcus�s direction and cried out, �He�s crazy! He murdered those men. What are you waiting for?�
Someone Marcus couldn�t see replied, �There�s just one?�
Zoya shrieked at him, �Yes! Do your job before someone else gets hurt!�
Three men emerged from their hiding places, guns at the ready, grim looks on their faces. They signaled silently to one another and began to converge on the arch. Crap! Marcus thought. She�s sending them right to me!
He was about to duck away when he saw Zoya turn as if to follow the men. She shuffled after them a few steps, stopped, and lifted her weapon. Three quick shots and the men were down. One flopped about and screamed until Zoya dispatched him with another shot.
Madre de Dios! She�s slaughtering them! Marcus watched in horrid fascination as a tube lift arrived and two men with Uzis emerged. It took a moment for the men to take in the scene, and by then it was too late. Zoya had ducked behind some slots, emerged around the other side of the bank, and blew both of them away before they could even turn in her direction. She looked around the room once, stepped over the bodies, and entered the tube lift.
�Wait!� Marcus shouted and began running toward Zoya. She can�t leave me here alone! Zoya looked back at him and shook her head. Marcus couldn�t tell whether she was amused or disgusted. He was out of breath as he joined her in the lift.
�You�re an idiot, you know that?� she said.
�I�m�� He panted. ��the idiot?�
She ignored his rejoinder and examined the lift. �There are no controls.�
Marcus was finally able to catch his breath. �You just tell it where you want to go. Look�� He pointed at Cyrillic lettering on one wall. ��it tells what each floor is for.�
Zoya smiled. �What do you think? Straight to the top��or start at the bottom and work my way up?�
�You�ve lost it,� Marcus said. �Completely out of your mind.�
�I know,� she replied. �Fun, isn�t it?�
�Murdering people?�
She stared at him, the seconds stretching out for what felt like ages. �They�re the murderers, not me.�
Marcus shook his head and said to the lift, �Nearest restroom, please.�
Zoya scowled at him.
The lift replied, �The nearest restroom is on this level, just to the left.�
Marcus shrugged at Zoya. �What? I need to go really badly.� To the lift he said, �Nearest restroom on a different floor please.�
A dim light flicked on and the lift began to rise.
�Jesus, your face!� Marcus said. The left side of Zoya�s face was swollen and bruises ranging from yellow to deep purple ran down her jaw line and circled her neck.
Zoya turned the left side of her face away and looked down at the floor. �You sure have a lot to learn about women.�
Marcus felt himself flushing. �Sorry��it�s just��I really think we should get you to a hospital.�
�It�s a little late for that,� she whispered.
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The proximity alert beeped on the dashboard and Tavik�s air car slowed to a crawl as it entered the parking bay. Panicked-looking people swarmed everywhere, trying to push through the crowd or jumping into cars. More congregated around the tube lifts to the hotel towers.
�What the hell is this?� Tavik said. �Quick, get to my spot before all these cars take off.�
Tavik�s car spun and skimmed toward its normal parking space seconds before dozens of other cars took off and crowded toward the exit.
�Just in time,� Tavik said. He grinned. �They must have met Zoya.� He patted the door and it slid open. Tavik snatched up his stun rifle from the rack. People pressed around him as he climbed from the vehicle. He jabbed a man in the ribs with an elbow and raised the ugly snout of the stun rifle. �Out of my way, assholes!�
The crowd thinned as he approached the entrance arch. The three corpses there looked like toy dolls that had been used as soccer balls. There were skid and slide marks all over from the pools of blood. The smell of gunpowder lingered in the still air. Christ! Zoya did this? Tavik had trouble imagining the little waif having the guts to blow away hardened gangsters. The thought wouldn�t compute. But who else could have done it? The general? And she did just come this way�
He crab-walked by the bodies so as not to slide in the gore. His eyes slid away from the faces; he had no desire to recognize colleagues at the moment. There were three bodies ahead and two more by the lift to the left. Good. That lift doesn�t go all the way up. If she went that way. He headed across the room toward the central lift that went all the way to Viktor�s office at the tip of the pyramid. The only time he�d seen this room deserted was on the rare occasions it was shut down for renovations. It was eerie to see it like this. Chips were left stacked on most tables and scattered on the carpet. He wished he had time to scoop them all up, but what mattered now was getting to Viktor before Zoya managed to figure out how to reach him. He looked back at the carnage and felt a swell of pride in his chest. That�s my girl!
Reaching the lift, he stepped in and said, �All the way up.�

�Oi, look at that!� Kostya said, pointing at the looming pyramid.
�What�s happening?� Tyoma said. Air cars were suddenly zooming out from the middle of The Pyramid like tracer fire he�d seen in war vids.
�They just keep coming,� Kostya said.
�Down there.� Tyoma pointed at the black maw of a lower parking entrance. �No one�s using that one.�
Kostya adjusted the car�s flight. They watched in fascination as the cars continued to boil out of the casino. �I hope Tyoma�s not a part of whatever spooked them. Oh, sorry! It�s hard to figure out how to speak about you when there are two of you.�
Tyoma smiled. �I can imagine. We need to come up with a nickname for me.�
Kostya studied him for a few moments. �How about meathead?�
Tyoma laughed. �You�re a shit, you know that?� He said it with affection. �Maybe you should call me Bunny. It�s what the gangster kept calling me.�
Now it was Kostya�s turn to chuckle. �Bunny? That�s a good one. You look anything but fuzzy and lovable.�
�Anyhow, you suggested I act like whomever this guy was, so if they called him Bunny, might as well stick with it. For now at least.�
The air car zipped through the garage entrance and slowed to a crawl. Most parking spaces were full, but there were some free ones farther from the door that led into the building. Kostya settled the car into one and the pair got out.
�Okay,� Tyoma said, �I�m going to play the mute once we�re around anyone in there. What reason are you going to give for hanging around with me?�
�We can say we�re going to pick up a wounded prisoner. Tyoma said they�re holding him hostage for General Andreykin.�
�The general is involved in this?�
�It�s a long story. I�ll tell you everything once we get the real you and get the hell out of here.�
The door opened onto a corridor that ran left and right. Tyoma wrinkled his nose at the smell. To the right came the sounds of slot machines, clinking glasses, and lots of talking people. The corridor to the left had a small tube lift in one wall.
�This way,� Kostya said, pointing at the lift. �Tyoma�s in a basement somewhere.�
�Give him a call. Let him know you�re here.�
�Already on it.�
They entered the lift, though Tyoma�s bulky frame made it cramped and stuffy. Kostya tilted his head to one side.
�What�s he saying?� Tyoma said.
�He�s not sure what level he�s on. He�s consulting the AI.�
�The what?�
�I told you, I�ll explain later. Anyhow, he�s got it now.� To the lift speaker he said, �Subbasement six.� They began to descend.

�Ah, you�ve deigned to join us at last!� Viktor said, his death�s head mask grinning as always but his normally blue eyes flashing red.
The steel door slid down behind Tavik as he strolled into the penthouse suite. �You know where I�ve been.� He propped the stun rifle against one side of an armchair and, holding his ribs, lowered himself into it with a sigh.
�Yes,� Viktor said, �off letting a little girl get the best of you and your men. All day long! Look at your face.�
�Those combat cards are more effective than any of us imagined,� Tavik grumbled. �Plus she�s one lucky bitch.� He glanced around at the room�s other occupants, recognizing five of the seven armed guards. �You planning for an invasion?�
�You saw what she did downstairs. I watched you come in on the monitors. She shouldn�t be able to get past my door, but there�s no need to take chances. Who knows what surprises lurk in that card�s programming?�
The steel door slid up again and three more guards entered and took up positions around the room.
�You�re leaving all the other floors defenseless,� Tavik said.
�I don�t give a damn about any other floors right now. This one is all that matters.�
�She took the north lift. If she tries going all the way up, she�ll come out on the floor below us.�
Viktor�s eyes turned blue again. �Perhaps I should send you down to give her a warm reception? Why is your wireless off? I�ve been trying to call you for hours.�
�Didn�t Boris tell you?�
�He told me you ordered him to turn his off. Something about��it didn�t make any sense.�
�Zoya has some strange allies,� Tavik said. �A fat American fucker and his father. I have no idea how they�re involved in this except that they want to find the scientists. The father is able to get into your head through the wireless, break right in somehow. Says he can kill you.�
�Kill?�
�I didn�t believe him either. Then he very nearly turned my brain to mush. You wouldn�t believe the pain�� He looked at Viktor�s mask again. ��well, maybe you can, but��
�I�ve never heard of such a thing being possible,� Viktor said. �We need that kind of technology. The things we could do with it��
�Yeah, well��
�This American has been in touch with us. He told us where to find Zoya and led Boris to them. His method for communicating with us was surprising, but at the time he wasn�t in the mood for explaining how he managed it. Just wanted to cut a deal. Next time he calls I�ll insist on a meeting.�
�Good luck with that,� Tavik murmured. �So you want me downstairs?�
�No, stay here,� Viktor said. �I�ll send the war bot.�
Tavik jumped up. �No, boss! We don�t need to kill her. She�s just a girl with a card. Give me a couple guys with stun rifles and��
�What�s with you?� Viktor said. �Since when have you ever cared how we treated our guests?�
Tavik felt his face flush. �I��it�s just��well, I like Zoya. We stun her, get the card, there�s no need to off her.�
Viktor laughed. �Our very own Romeo. You think that after everything that�s happened today this girl will have anything to do with you?�
�She�ll come around,� Tavik said. �I�ll tuck her away in a safe house until she sees the light.�
�No!� Viktor�s eyes flashed red. �She�s embarrassed our organization enough. I paid a lot of money for that war bot; I want to see it earn its keep. If she somehow manages to get to us here, then you can try out your fucking stun gun.�

The big guard was back, followed by a hovering chair. Tyoma had been hovering on the edge of sleep until the door hissed open.
�We�re gonna get you out of here,� the guard said. �Boss wants us all upstairs.�
�What for?� Tyoma said. �Has the general come back already?�
�Viktor doesn�t tell me shit. He said get upstairs fast, so that�s what I�m doing.�
�You sure you�re supposed to bring me?�
The guard paused at this as if the thought hadn�t occurred to him. He shook his head. �Didn�t say, but I was told not to let anyone near you. No one took back that order, so you�re coming with me.�
The guard looked at the floating chair and pointed at a spot near Tyoma. �Over here, chair.�
The chair aligned itself next to Tyoma�s gurney.
�All right,� the guard said, �I�m gonna lift you over. Don�t do anything stupid or you�ll lose the other knee.�
�What am I going to do?� Tyoma replied. �I�m sixty-nine years old and I make you nervous?�
�Wise ass. Shut the fuck up.� The guard jammed his arms beneath Tyoma and lifted him with a grunt, then eased him onto the hovering chair. �Right, now follow me, chair.�
The guard got the door open to let the chair slide out into the corridor. �This way.� He pulled a pistol from the inside of his jacket and walked down the hallway in the same direction Tyoma had tried to go earlier. The chair fell into place about two meters behind the man. Tyoma settled deeper into the chair and let his mind wander. Some time passed and the guard said, �Here�s the lift. This�ll be a little tricky. The chair won�t fit in right. I�d take the freight elevator but it doesn�t go all the way up.�
A ping came from the lift and the door slid open. A vast hulk of a man slipped out. �Stop right there!� the guard shouted, leveling his pistol at the huge figure. Then he relaxed and lowered his weapon. �Oh, it�s you, Bunny. Glad to see you. Did Viktor send you?�
The big man�Bunny?� just stood there, but a slender figure pushed around him from the lift and Tyoma recognized Kostya immediately. He grinned and waved.
The guard lifted the pistol again. �Who the fuck are you?�
Kostya held up his hands in a reassuring gesture and then pointed at Tyoma. �I�m one of his colleagues. I�m here to help.�
�Sure, right,� the guard said. �Well, I don�t think we can all fit in the lift. Bunny, you�ll have to carry this guy. I think I can squeeze in with you. The professor here�ll have to wait his turn.�
�Look, we can take him,� Kostya said. �We need to get him to the car.�
�No dice,� the guard said. �Not till the boss says so. We�re going all the way up.�
Kostya looked back and forth from the hulking Bunny to Tyoma. To Tyoma he said, �You all right?�
Tyoma nodded and connected to Kostya via wireless. �Let the thug take me up. You hang around with your car until I call you, okay?�
�Sure, I guess. I don�t like this. And there�s something you need to know about this guy you just called a thug.�
�What�s that?�
Bunny scooped Tyoma up like he weighed nothing and plodded toward the lift.
�He�s you,� Kostya said.
Tyoma chuckled, though he wasn�t sure he should at such a lame attempt at a joke. Bunny had trouble maneuvering them into the lift but finally got inside. The guard grimaced at the small space remaining before jamming himself in. There was no way Kostya could fit.
�Take us to the top,� the guard said, and the lift door slid shut.
�It�s no joke, Tyoma,� Kostya said, continuing the conversation via wireless. �Someone used your injector card on this man. It�s hard to believe after all the test failures, but it worked this time.�
�No way,� was all Tyoma could think to say.
�This Bunny character seems to be a mute, so that�s why you�the other you, I mean�are staying quiet. Just play along. Call him Bunny if you ever need to.�
Tyoma�s mind spun. This was too much to grasp. They had tested the hell out of the injector cards and there was just no way he could believe it had worked on this man. It�s not even a clone of me! There�s no possible way it should work. Only once had a test appeared to work, but that chimp had shown signs of mental instability, so they had written the test off as a failure.
The way Bunny was holding him in the lift, they were practically cheek to cheek. Tyoma examined Bunny the best he could. Bunny met his eyes and quirked his eyebrows.
�Watch it there!� said the guard. �You�re squashing me!�
Could that truly be me in there? Tyoma thought. Am I gazing into my own eyes? This is surreal. I thought this day couldn�t get any weirder.
Bunny smiled at him.
Too bad �my� breath stinks.
The lift slid to a halt and the door opened to show the same small vestibule Tyoma had visited earlier. The guard grunted and swore and finally managed to extricate himself from the lift. Bunny hugged Tyoma tighter and followed.
�Too bad we couldn�t bring the chair,� the guard said. �You can set him down once we get inside.�
The guard spread his arms to be scanned by the surveillance system. �We got an injured prisoner here. You�ll have to scan them together. Here, Bunny, just hold him up.�
The scanner was finally satisfied and the inner steel doors slid upward to reveal a room packed with armed men. The evil face of Viktor was easy for Tyoma to pick out.
�Hurry, get in here and let the door shut,� Viktor said. �You didn�t need to bring him.�
�Sorry, boss,� the guard said. �You said to keep watch on him.�
�Put him there,� Viktor said, pointing to the armchair Tyoma had used before. It was currently occupied by a tired-looking man with dirty-blond hair. �Get up, Tavik.�
The blond man groaned and clambered up out of the chair, snatching up an odd-looking rifle that was leaning against one arm.
Bunny trundled over and carefully set Tyoma down in the chair.
�I think that�s about all of us,� Viktor said. �Now we wait and watch the show.�
Tyoma noticed the displays that lit up the windows that used to show the cityscape. The biggest display showed an empty corridor lined with doors and a lift at one end. Other smaller displays showed other levels. Most, like the first, showed nothing of interest. Three displays had movement, and when Tyoma examined them he saw they were casino levels. People�wealthy-looking people�were filing out the doors toward tube lifts that Tyoma guessed went to the hotel towers.
�Tyoma, you there?�
�Dr.�Saenz? It�s good to hear your voice again.�
�If I�ve traced you correctly, you are at the top of the pyramid, right?�
�Yes. I�m surrounded by gangsters.�
�Are you the only innocent in the room?�
�Innocent?�
�If I have to hurt people there, I�d rather it be those who deserve it.�
�I�ve, uh, well it�s hard to explain. There are two of us.�
�I have your coordinates. Where is the other person?�
�He�s kneeling right next to me, on my left.�
�Whatever happens, make sure your friend stays next to you. Don�t move unless you must, and leave your wireless active.�
Suddenly there was an odd movement in the largest display. A steel monstrosity scuttled into view on spidery limbs. Where Tyoma imagined the many eyes of a spider might be there was instead a veritable forest of jutting barrels and tubes. It had been years since Tyoma had seen these on the news vids depicting the war that spread from the Baltic countries down through Bulgaria. A war bot! What are they doing with one of those? The bots on both sides of the conflict had turned the already bloody affair into a slaughter of epic proportions for two years, until the Germans developed an antidote for them�gassy clouds of nanobots that �infected� the war bots and made them instantly obsolete. The allied forces had pushed all the way into Ukraine before Russia managed to develop their own nanobot defenses.
�What�s going on here?� Tyoma asked.
�Shut up, old man,� said the blond man Viktor had called Tavik.
�No need to be rude.� Viktor walked over and placed a hand on Tyoma�s shoulder. �I�m very sorry about your knee. I�ll look into what happened once I have time. Let�s just say we�re having a little test of our defensive systems today.�
�Is it the general?� Tyoma said.
Viktor laughed. �What could make you think that? No, don�t worry. Relax and watch. Would you like something to eat? A drink? Bunny, get this gentleman whatever he needs.�
Bunny grunted and knelt down next to Tyoma as Viktor walked closer to the vid screens. Tyoma wished there was a way to talk to Bunny, but his wireless wasn�t designed to send call requests to himself. �Thank you��friend,� he whispered. �I don�t think I�ll be ordering anything for now.�
Bunny stared into Tyoma�s eyes for a long time before grunting again and standing back up.
�Viktor, why don�t you shut down the lifts?� Tavik said. �Pop some gas in there and it�s all done��easy.�
�You must be joking,� Viktor replied, rubbing his hands together. �I�m looking forward to this.�
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Marcus waited outside the ladies room, trying to think of something he could say to dissuade Zoya from her current course. The idea of speaking with his backstabbing father again didn�t thrill him, but he didn�t see much choice, and his father might really be able to help in a situation like this.
This level seemed to be a spa, all glass walls, swimming pools and baths, exercise machines, and massage tables. When they�d come off the lift, two ladies in tights had been directing people toward a set of larger lifts on the opposite side of the long central corridor. When Marcus had come out of the bathroom the place was deserted.
�Papa?�
�Yes, I�m here.�
�I�m really angry with you.�
�I�m your father. I�m trying to save your life, which for some reason you seem intent on throwing away.�
�Why don�t you make things easier on both of us and treat Zoya as if she�s part of the family?�
�She�s not part��
�I don�t care! I�m not leaving her to her fate. If you really want me to survive this, make sure we both do.�
�What do you want from me? You need to get out of this place. Do you have any idea what they are preparing for you?�
�Something bad, I�m sure. Isn�t there anything you can do about it?�
�Perhaps. There aren�t so many cameras, so I can�t find everyone. If I can locate the right people, I can help.�
�I thought you spoke with them, you know, to cut your deal to betray Zoya?�
�I did, but there are many signals located on the top floor and I have no way of knowing how many may be innocents. Despite what you think of me right now, I don�t enjoy the thought of harming so many people unnecessarily.�
�This could all end, just like that,� Marcus said. �Zoya will have nothing left��
�I�ll do it if I must. Why don�t you talk her into leaving?�
�You think I haven�t tried? Why don�t you shut down the lifts? Then she can�t go up there.�
�They are on the private security system; I can�t touch them. I need you to stall her for, I don�t know, perhaps ten minutes. Either that or get her to go back down to the level you came from and take the central lift.�
�Why?�
�The way she�s headed is too dangerous. I can clear the way, but I need to break through the firewall of the bot they have up there, and it�s not a simple firewall. If she takes the central lift it goes all the way to the top, but that lift doesn�t stop on this floor.�

The door to the women�s room opened and Zoya slipped out. Outside of her obvious battering, she looked exhausted. She turned immediately toward the lift.
�Wait!� Marcus cried. She halted and looked back at him. �Can we please talk?�
�Why? You�re not stopping me.�
�So your life here is ruined, I get that. What if I can take you away from here? To��to anywhere! Where have you always dreamed of living? A nice sandy beach?�
Zoya scowled. �My mother�s apartment��with my mother and brother.�
�I understand. Truly. But think beyond that for a second. You can still have a life. A great life. We can bring Irina if you like.�
�Tell you what,� Zoya said, �after every last one of these bastards is dead, then you can talk to me all you want. For now either go away or stay out of my way.�
Marcus ran to intercept her before she entered the lift. He was afraid to touch her. It felt wrong, but as she placed one foot on the lift he decided he had no choice and wrapped both arms around her middle.
�What are you doing!� she cried in obvious outrage, glaring back toward him the best she could over her pinned arms.
�I�m sorry. Please don�t hurt me. You need to listen. We��
She jabbed an elbow into his paunch, spun out of his loosened arms, and shoved him to the floor. �Don�t you ever touch me! You hear me?� Her face was flushed; the bruises gave her a look like something from a horror vid.
Marcus put a hand to his stomach and sucked in a breath. He scrambled to his feet as Zoya turned back to the lift. As she entered the lift and told the lift to take her to the top, Marcus dove forward and jammed himself in with her before the door slid shut. Zoya held the pistol up near her face with both hands as the lift began to rise.
�You shouldn�t have come,� she said. �I�d suggest you get down low and stay there, unless you wish to get shot.�
Still struggling to breathe, Marcus squatted between Zoya and the lift door. �Papa, you�ve got to hurry with whatever you�re doing. We�ll be there in a few seconds.�
�Can�t talk now. Have to focus everything on breaking through to this bot�s code.�
Sweat trickled down Marcus�s nose. He tasted salt on his lips. His father hadn�t said what this bot was that awaited them, but it couldn�t be good. He glanced up at Zoya and saw a grim, determined set to her mouth. God, she�s beautiful. Dear Lord, I�ve never asked you for anything, but please let me save her.
The lift slowed, and Marcus knew the door would slide aside in the next few seconds.

Zoya knew that her extreme anger at Marcus was mostly irrational. But this was her moment. This was the time she could do what was necessary to honor the memory of her loved ones who had died this day. And this American seemed intent to get in her way and divert her attention from what she had to do.
As the lift slowed, her heart began to race and she embraced the now-familiar slowing of time. She began to lower the Gsh-18 handgun toward the lift entrance, taking aim, and prayed to take out as many of the bastards as she could. The lift stopped, the door began to slowly slide to the side��and Marcus rammed himself upright in front of her, his shoulder knocking her gun hand aside.
The outrage she felt at his action began to well up in her throat, but she shoved it down again as she peered over Marcus�s shoulder at the long carpeted hallway outside and saw what awaited them. There were no mobsters there. Instead there was a monster out of her worst nightmares. A dull metallic spider-like horror bristling with enough barrels to mow down an army. An eternity stretched between each of her heartbeats. What couldn�t have been more than a second since the lift opened felt more like an hour. Yet she was paralyzed, unable to make a decision.
Ever so slowly, Marcus screamed out, �Nooooooooooooooo!� just as one of the barrels began to spit minute slivers of steel. So slowly did time appear to move now that Zoya saw three of the slivers exit the barrel. There should have been a continuous stream of them, but there were just three and none of the other guns fired.
Zoya felt Marcus�s body jerk as the shards found their mark. She couldn�t hear herself, yet she knew she was screaming as she wrapped her arms around Marcus and cradled him as he slid to the floor of the lift.
The spider bot seemed lifeless now.

Marcus felt nothing, but his body wouldn�t respond to his commands. Twice he�d been punched in the gut and once in the chest, as if a boxing champ was using him for practice, but there was no pain. �Papa?�
�You�re alive!� There was clear relief in his father�s voice. �I did it, Marcus! I broke through one of the strongest firewalls faster than I ever thought I could manage it.�
Marcus felt numb tingling begin to spread outward from his chest and belly. �I��I think I�m in trouble.�
�Marcus?� Now there was fear in Javier�s voice.
�I think��I�m in trouble.�
He was lying on his back now, feet sticking out from the lift. Zoya was a blur, kneeling above him, weeping and pressing her hands into his chest.
�Aw, Marcus! I�m calling for an ambulance, the police, everyone! Just��just don�t die on me!�
Marcus tried to focus his eyes so he could see Zoya for the last time. He wanted to smile at her and tell her��something. He couldn�t quite think what it was, and the world began to dim. Is Papa really crying? He�d never heard such a thing before.
�I�m so sorry,� he heard his father�s voice say from far away. �Sorry I failed you.�

How much time had passed Zoya didn�t know. Her hands were soaked with Marcus�s blood. She�d held them to his belly long after his chest stopped moving. I did this, she kept thinking over and over again. I got him killed. I refused to listen to him.
She saw the Gsh-18 handgun lying forlornly on the floor of the lift, and she decided she�d never touch a gun again. If a mobster walked up to her now, she would beg the man to end her misery. Lifting her head, she was surprised to see the monstrous war bot clicking down the corridor away from her on its spindly steel feet. At the end of the corridor she saw two med bots whisking toward them. Too late, she thought. Much too late.
The bots went about their jobs with incredible efficiency. She�d seen them at work before, helping the coroners at the morgue, but she�d never experienced their work with a dying patient. The closest bot quickly and carefully guided a tube into Marcus�s mouth and began respiration using a pair of thin steely arms, while the other one got plasma flowing into Marcus�s arm.
Zoya cradled Marcus�s head in her lap and reached up with her left hand to eject the combat card. Through eyes blurry with tears she stared at it. This wasn�t the card�s fault. If it had done anything today it was to save her life several times, but in her mind the card would forever be associated with today�s horrors. By her left knee she saw the narrow crack between the lift and the carpeted floor. She held the card down to the crack and let it slide down into the dark abyss.
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Tavik watched the view screen with a mixture of horror and fascination as the lift door slid open.
�Here we go!� Viktor said, his voice giddy.
There was motion in the lift, the fat American standing up, using his body to shield Zoya. Then the war bot began firing one of its shard guns, and��stopped. Huh? Everything should have gone off. The war bot had enough barrels to turn the entire end of the corridor into a shredded wreck in a few seconds.
The American was down, Zoya crouched above him. Tavik was glad there were no speakers; Zoya�s silent screams were bad enough to watch.
�What the fuck happened?� yelled Viktor. �Shoot her! Why are you standing there?�
Tavik looked at the war bot and saw that it wasn�t obeying Viktor�s orders. It wasn�t doing anything at all.
Every man he could see suddenly screamed simultaneously. All around him men dropped to the floor and began flailing madly, screaming nonstop. As unsettling as all this havoc was, it was even worse to see the indomitable Viktor flopping about like a dying fish. Tavik was stunned for a moment, but he understood what was happening. The American�s father! He leapt up from the armchair and shouted, �Turn off your wireless! Now! Turn it off!� He began kicking the men around him and repeating his instructions. He ran to Viktor and shouted directly into his ear, �Turn off the wireless, Viktor!�
Viktor�s body stopped jerking. He cradled his head in his arms and moaned. Tavik stood up and looked around him. Most of the men appeared to have finally understood and had shut down their wireless, but two men were thrashing out their final convulsions.
�What��what the hell was that?� Viktor whispered.
�The American boy�s father,� Tavik said. �I told you about him.�
�Help me up.�
Tavik got an arm around Viktor�s shoulder and heaved him to his feet. Viktor�s eyes burned redder than Tavik had ever seen them as he glared around the room.
�Get yourselves together,� Viktor rasped. �We�re going down to get that bitch. Then we�re going to track down every relative, every friend she�s ever had, and we�re going to fucking kill them all! You hear me?�
The surviving men were all moaning or crying softly, but they obeyed Viktor and climbed to their feet. Tavik turned and was surprised to see Bunny still kneeling by the armchair holding the scientist, both of them looking as if they�d been unaffected by what had happened.
He hefted the stun rifle and turned to Viktor. �Come on, let me go after her. It�s over. She�ll be no more trouble, I promise.�
Viktor�s eyes flashed red and he glared at Tavik for a long while. �I�ll give you three minutes. After that I�m coming for her.�
Tavik grinned and sketched a salute before heading toward the door.

Tyoma�the Bunny Tyoma�was having trouble maintaining his mute persona. He didn�t understand anything that was happening. How was he suddenly involved with mobsters? Why were the mobsters under some sort of attack? And what could make all these vicious men squirm on the floor screaming in agony while doing nothing at all to three of them? He wanted explanations, and it was all he could do to stay silent. He had tried to move once, but his original self clutched hard at his arm and hissed at him to stay still.
He decided to pretend that everything he was seeing was just an elaborate virtual reality sim. For now. But I�d better get the full story soon or my head will burst.

Tyoma�the real Tyoma�wasn�t confused at all. When he heard Viktor shouting about going out after some woman, he got an idea.
�Javier, did you do that to them?�
There was silence for a few seconds. �Yes. It didn�t work as well as I�d hoped. I still see a dozen wireless signals in there.�
Tyoma looked around the room. �You appear to have killed two of them.�
�They killed my son.�
�I�m��I�m very sorry to hear that.�
Again silence.
�Javier? I think I could destroy the mob boss, if I had your help.�
�Viktor?�
�No, no, the real boss is Lev. His body is hidden away in a sarcophagus or something where no one can get to it. I have a link here into his personal virtual world.�
�So you link to him and I go through you to do what I just did to his colleagues?�
Tyoma shifted uncomfortably in his chair. �Well, I suppose you could do that, but I have an even better idea, or at least I think I do. It may not kill his body, but it could be even worse.�
�I like the sound of that. Tell me more.�
�I need you to link me into my apartment�s computer system. I have the access codes when you need them.�
�Done. What am I looking for?�
�I need you to feed me my last saved game of Swords and Scrolls. I want a do-over. Wait until these guys leave, though.�
�That won�t be a problem. Keep your friend close, remember.�
�What are you up to?�
�Just stay where you are and hold onto your pal.�

Tavik fiddled with the stun rifle as he waited impatiently for the lift. With a soft ping the door slid open. He nearly peed himself when he saw all the muzzles of the hideous war bot pointed right at him. His breath came out in a panting wheeze as he slid to the side, allowing the bot to scuttle off the lift, its metallic feet clicking on the tiles.
�Fuck me!� he murmured. He couldn�t believe he�d thought of buying one of these monstrosities for his apartment. He breathed a sigh as the bot moved by him and he practically leapt onto the lift. �One floor down and be quick about it,� he said to the lift. The door slid shut and Tavik worked to get his racing heart under control.
He got off on the next floor and headed down the long corridor toward the crossing passage. When he got there he took a right. All the way at the far end he saw the huddle of figures. Good, they�re still there.
He shouldered the rifle and sauntered down the hall as if he owned the place. She�ll probably try to kill me the moment she sees me. He wondered how he could approach her without looking threatening. He considered using the stun rifle on her from a distance but rejected it. She�d had chances to kill him earlier and didn�t do it.
As he approached he saw the two med bots working the body of the fat American. Zoya was slumped in the lift with the boy�s head in her lap. She hadn�t looked up yet. Tavik slid the rifle from his shoulder and hid it behind his right leg beneath the flap of his solar coat. He drifted to a halt about a dozen meters away.
He didn�t see a gun in Zoya�s hands, but he steeled himself for instant action should the need arise. �I�m sorry they did all this.�
Slowly she lifted her bruised face and gazed blankly at him. Her shoulders slumped further.
He edged two steps closer. �I know��I know I work with these people, but this isn�t the kind of thing I signed up for.�
Something rasped in her throat and Tavik wondered if it was a chuckle. �I�m not kidding. Hey, I know I act big around you all the time with��with Georgy, but��it�s all an act, I swear.�
This time she managed to croak something legible out. �So you never hurt anyone, eh?�
Tavik shrugged. �Don�t get me wrong. I�m happy to do my job when it comes to people who deserve what they get, but those who don�t deserve it? That�s not me.�
�What do you want? I don�t have the cards any more. If you want to kill me, get it over with.�
�Kill you? I want to save you.�
Zoya began to laugh but winced in pain instead. �Save me? There�s nothing to save.�
Tavik let the rifle slide to the carpet as he surged forward and dropped to his knees next to the American�s body. Ignoring his protesting ribs, he held his arms out to Zoya. �You�re still alive. Whatever they�ve done, you are still alive. They�ll be coming for you any minute now. Come with me. I�ll get you someplace safe.�
Her answer was whispered so softly he barely heard it. �Go away, Tavik.�
Tavik let his hands drop. He considered his options. She�s on the lift. I could step in and order it to take us down to my car. But Viktor wouldn�t forgive that. He�d kill me. Fuck!
He looked at the med bots. �Hey, shouldn�t you be moving this guy, getting him to a hospital or something?� If they could get this corpse moving, perhaps Zoya would go with them. The bots ignored him and continued with their work. Why are they bothering? He�s not coming back.
He turned to look down the corridor, expecting to see Viktor and his gang at any moment. Desperation kicked in as he turned back to Zoya. �I�ve got a nice dacha I�ve been building out near Zagorsk. Beautiful woods, a stream, couple of dogs. You�d love it there. Let me get you out of here and you can rest as long as you like. Come on, Zoya!�
Zoya gave no sign that she had heard anything he said. She continually caressed the pale cheek of the American.
Tavik stood up and marched back to pick up his rifle. Fuck her. This is why they say the virtual mates are better. I�m going to be the best lieutenant Viktor�s ever had. I am going to run this place one day!

�Time�s up,� Viktor said and waved an arm at his men. �Let�s go.�
Bunny Tyoma breathed a sigh of relief that the mob boss failed to notice that he hadn�t joined in with the mass of armed men. He looked down at his original self, who squeezed his arm harder and mouthed the words, Stay still.
The massive doors at the end of the room slid open and all hell broke loose. Tyoma barely had time to register the spidery hulk of the war bot before all of its guns opened up. The ten mobsters had no chance. Within moments their bodies were shredded by a hurricane of steel. The noise of the guns firing and the screams of the men hurt Tyoma�s ears. The stench of blood and excrement filled the air.
Silence filled the room.
Tyoma examined himself but found no holes. The only blood he saw was the fine mist that seemed to cover everything, and that didn�t belong to him. I can�t believe I lived through that. He looked at Original Tyoma and saw that he was likewise unharmed and gazing in wonder at the horrific scene.
Bunny Tyoma took it all in. The unmoving war bot. The mangled corpses of the gangsters. The furniture of the room shredded everywhere except where the two Tyoma�s grasped at each other.
�Well,� said Original Tyoma. �That�s it then.�
It occurred to Bunny Tyoma that there was no reason he had to remain mute now. His voice came out as a rasp. �I hope so.�
Original Tyoma looked at him, a wondrous expression on his face. �One last thing to do and then we can go home. Well, I suppose the military might show up and keep us for questioning, but if we get this done quickly enough perhaps we can slip out of here.� He snapped a zip cable into his slot and slid the other end into one arm of the chair. �Be back soon,� he said, and closed his eyes.
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The wizard Xax peeked out from behind the boulder at the cave entrance. The dark hole was at the back of a small rock-strewn ravine in a wall of crumbling limestone. He glanced over at his three hirelings.
�You�re sure that�s it?� he whispered.
The slender red-haired woman with all the knives nodded and leaned close to him. �It�s as they said it would be. It must be it.�
Xax stared back at the cave mouth. �Doesn�t look so bad.�
There was an odd stench here, something Xax couldn�t place. Little grew other than some patches of brown grass.
�What the hell is this?� said a man in a burgundy robe who looked suspiciously like a movie star from long ago.
Xax chuckled. �You look really out of place in this scene.�
�Who the hell are you?� Lev shouted. �You can�t do this. I control my environment.�
�It�s just a game, Lev,� Xax said. �Relax and have some fun with it.�
�How did you get past my firewall? Viktor, are you doing this?� There was a note of panic in Lev�s voice now.
�We don�t have time for this,� Xax said and caught the eye of the huge baldheaded fellow with the crisscrossing scars on his face and the rusty mace. �What do you say, Surly? Lead the way?�
Surly scowled and grunted, which was about as articulate as the man got. He slid around the edge of the boulder and stalked toward the lair entrance.
The red-haired woman, Telia, readied a pair of throwing knives and followed.
The last of Xax�s companions, a nearly blind old man with a rusty voulge, grinned and said, �Go on, sorcerer. I�ve got your back.�
�Thanks, Lovash.�
�Hold on now,� whined Lev. �I�m not doing anything until I get an explanation!�
Xax gave an exaggerated sigh. �Look, it�s just a game. There�s always an exit from each level. Look around. See any other exits than that one?� He pointed at the cave entrance. �You don�t want to play the game, fine, let�s get through the exit and back to your nice cozy study.�
�Tell me who you are,� Lev demanded.
Xax looked at Surly again and gave a small jerk of his head. Surly grinned, grabbed Lev by the neck of his robe, and began hauling him toward the cave.
�Wait, stop! You can�t do this!�
Surly stopped at the entrance to the cave and held Lev there. Lovash said, �What do you think is in there, boss?�
�I have an idea,� Xax said. When Lev turned wide eyes to him, he added, �A nice study, I imagine.�
Telia slid to one side of the cave mouth, two knives at the ready. �That�s not the impression you gave us before, wizard.�
Xax approached Lev and clapped a hand to his shoulder. �Be a sport and scout the place out for us, eh?�
Spittle flew from Lev�s mouth as he shouted, �Fuck you! Fuck the whole lot of you!�
�Shouldn�t speak that way to men with weapons,� Lovash said and prodded Lev�s belly with the tip of his voulge.
Surly grunted and heaved Lev through the pitch black entrance. Xax heard Lev tumble and slide and the �oof� he made when he struck something hard.
Telia looked at Xax. �Do we follow him?�
Xax shook his head.
There was sobbing from the darkness below. �What�s happening to me? What�s��what�s that noise?�
Xax smirked at his companions. �Come on, let�s get out of here.� He turned and walked away.
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Tyoma stared down at himself lying in the arm chair and didn�t know what he should be feeling. However uncomfortable it made him to have to stare at himself�the real version of himself�he didn�t dare look away, because the room around them was a much greater horror. So much blood. Everywhere. So much. Stop thinking about it!
He concentrated harder on himself, his face looking slightly off given that he wasn�t looking at it through a mirror. A small war was going on inside his mind. A tiny part of him wished his original self was dead and gone, because the universe felt disjointed when there were two of him in it. He couldn�t put his finger on exactly why it had to be that way, but it was there regardless. Yet he couldn�t deny that most him was excited at the idea of having something much closer than any twin had ever felt. He had a true companion now. Someone who would understand everything he felt and enjoy every passion and hobby just as much as he did. At least at first. He realized that the two of them would become two different individuals, even if only slightly. They would make some different choices and take some different paths. Their experiences in life would diverge and they would become their own persons again. A sense of relief coursed through Bunny Tyoma�s mind and his headache lessened.
Original Tyoma�s eyes flickered and opened. A grin spread over his face. �That was fun. I�ll have to tell you about it later. We need to get out of here.� He pulled the cable from his slot and sat up in the chair. �Good God, it�s a mess in here.� He put a hand to his throat as if he might retch. He caught sight of Viktor, lying like a drowned puppy against the wall. He�d seen enough horror vids to know that the bad guys had a tendency not to stay dead. It didn�t look like that would be a problem in this case�the war bot had all but torn Viktor�s body to pieces. Even the silvery mask was shattered.
�It�s a horror,� Bunny Tyoma agreed.
�You�re going to have to carry me.� Tyoma indicated his knee.
�With this body it�s not a problem.� Bunny scooped up Tyoma and walked carefully through the gore until he passed the silent war bot and reached the lift. The panel next to the lift flashed an indicator to show that it had registered his presence. Bunny relaxed to wait for it to arrive. He saw that Tyoma was studying him.
�We�ve got to come up with a new name for you. Bunny doesn�t feel right, and I�m sorry but I just can�t call you Tyoma. What do you think about Xax?�
Bunny chuckled. �I�m not a wizard.�
�Well, think about it. Xax has been our character for years. If you have a better idea��
�What is it?� There was a look on Tyoma�s face as if he�d been struck with a thought.
The lift arrived and Bunny got on.
�Sorry,� Tyoma said, �it�s Javier. He�s asking for our help.�
The lift began to move even though neither of them had told it where to go.
�Javier?�
�There�s so much I haven�t had time to tell you about yet. He�s a new friend.�
The lift didn�t go far before it stopped and the door opened. Bunny shifted Tyoma in his arms and got off. The blond mobster that Viktor had called Tavik was there, the rifle slung over one shoulder. He scowled at Bunny.
�This has been one long, shitty day,� Tavik said. �Your ugly face is the last thing I need to see. Out of the way.�
Bunny stepped aside and Tavik got onto the lift.
�That way,� Tyoma said, pointing.
As he walked, Bunny made a decision and caught Tyoma�s eyes. �I can�t really explain why, but I think I�d prefer to be called Bunny for now. I�ll think up something better later.�
�Okay, Bunny it is then. I�ll get used to it.�
When they reached a cross-corridor, Tyoma pointed to the right. They could see several figures on the floor all the way down near the lift. �There they are.�
�Who are they?� Bunny said as he trudged forward.
�One of them is Javier�s son, though I believe he�s dead.�
As they drew near, Bunny saw two med bots hovering near the blood-soaked body of a man. A young woman huddled nearby staring down at the man. She didn�t appear to register the presence of the approaching pair.
�Stop here,� Tyoma said.
�What does Javier want us to do?�
�Just a second. I�m talking to him right now.�

Tyoma had never seen the girl and the dead young man before, but he nevertheless felt a deep sense of loss as he studied the woman�s face. It was clear she�d been deeply traumatized.
�I�m sorry, Tyoma, but you need to hurry,� Javier said. �The police will be here soon.�
�But why take them to our place? Aren�t the police best suited to deal with them?�
�Can we please talk about this as we move? I have good reasons. A stretcher bot should be here any moment.�
Tyoma looked over Bunny�s shoulder and saw the stretcher gliding down the corridor. �Javier wants us to take them to our compound. Set me down and get the body onto the stretcher.�
Bunny stepped aside as the stretcher bot whisked by and stopped near the corpse. He carefully set Tyoma down on the carpet, then knelt between the med bots to scoop up the dead man and place him on the stretcher. The young woman yelped and fell back against the wall, a hand raised protectively as she stared wide-eyed at Bunny.
�Don�t be afraid,� Bunny said. �We�re here to help.�
�Sorry, Tyoma, I forgot,� Javier said. �The last time she saw that man, he tried to kill her.�
�Crap, thanks for telling me! What�s her name?�
�Zoya.�
�Zoya!� Tyoma said, waving an arm to catch her attention. �He�s not going to hurt you.�
She flicked her eyes at him before turning them back to Bunny.
�I swear. He isn�t the man who attacked you before. My name is Dr.�Artyom Grachev. This boy�s father has asked us to help you. Get you someplace safe.�
Zoya looked at Tyoma again and shook her head, but said nothing.
�You must move now or the police will have you!� Javier said. �You�ll need to take the freight elevator. It�s down the hall all the way at the other end.�
Tyoma reached out and tapped the stretcher bot. �All of you, get going. That way, to the freight elevator.� He pointed the direction. �Bunny, please pick me up.�
Bunny frowned and looked at Zoya, then stood up and hefted Tyoma in his arms.
Tyoma turned his attention back to Zoya. �Please come with us. It�s dangerous to remain here.�
Zoya didn�t move. Her body was trembling and her eyes seemed feverish.
�Get me closer, Bunny.�
Zoya had one hand up as if to ward off a blow. When Tyoma got close enough, he reached out to take it. She tried to jerk it away, but feebly, so he grasped it harder and gave a gentle tug. �Please. You�ll be safe once we get you out of here.�
�Tell her about Irina.�
�Who?�
�Irina. One of her friends. Tell her Irina is safe and we can take her to her.�
Zoya wasn�t budging. �Zoya, we�re going to take you to your friend Irina.�
At that her eyes cleared and she looked at him. He saw a mixture of doubt and hope in them.
�Come,� Tyoma said. �Irina is safe, and you�ll be with her soon.� He tugged again and this time she allowed herself to be drawn to her feet. �Slowly,� he said to Bunny, and they set off after the three bots.
�Okay, we�re moving. You said you�d explain.�
�Take the freight lift all the way to the bottom. Your colleague, Dr.�Sakaev is waiting there with his air car.�
�Kostya? He�s all right?�
�He�s fine. I�ve already briefed him.�
�Well brief me then.�
They arrived at the freight lift and joined the bots on board. �All the way down,� Tyoma told the elevator and it began its descent.
�I�ve got my son on life support in the hopes that his mind isn�t damaged.� Javier said. �You�re going to scan his mind data.�
�You want us to bring him back? That�s��
�I�m part of your team now. I�ll contribute more to the advancement of your projects than you ever dreamed. But you must do this for me.�
�We have no empty cr�ches��
�Kostya tells me you have several clones of each of you at different ages. You can afford to free up two of them.�
�We�d have to kill two of our clones?�
�They have no minds yet; it isn�t murder.�
�Two?�
�Yes, the girl needs sleep and medical attention. When we get her to the compound you�ll put her to bed and you�ll scan her mind as well.�
Tyoma shook his head. �Why her?�
�Because today was the first time since I got my son off of his Mesh addiction that he�s shown feelings toward someone besides his mother. By the time his clone is ready, Zoya will be middle-aged and they won�t have a chance. I can�t force them together, but I can give them the opportunity to see what happens.�
�That doesn�t seem ethical to me, doctor.�
�And the work you do, does that seem ethical to you? Never mind, I don�t give a damn. This is what we�re going to do.�
Tyoma didn�t want to argue right now. Perhaps the rest of his colleagues could back him up once they reached the compound. �And��after?�
�Then we�ll do what we promised her. Contact her friend Irina and have her come get Zoya.�
Tyoma blew out his breath. He�d long admired Dr.�Saenz and had always wished he could meet him, but the idea of scanning a mind without the permission of the individual made him feel dirty. �We should tell her.�
�She�s in shock. She�s can�t make any rational decisions right now. I doubt she can even know what feelings, if any, she has toward Marcus at this moment.�
The lift stopped and the doors slid open onto a garage. Kostya leaned against his air car a dozen meter away, a smile on his face. Relief flooded through Tyoma and he grinned back at his friend. �Come on, Bunny. Let�s go home.�
Epilogue
Marcus opened his eyes, feeling rested if a little groggy. His arms were crossed over his chest on a thin blanket pulled up to his chin. He blinked several times to let his eyes adjust to the bright light of the small room. Is this a hospital?
Two men stepped into view, one on either side of him. Both were strangers to him. They were elderly but in good shape, as most old folks were these days due primarily to nanobot technology.
Marcus tried to talk, but his tongue didn�t seem to want to work.
�Don�t worry,� said one of the men. �It�s only temporary. Do you feel all right? You can just nod or shake your head.�
Marcus looked down past his arms and noticed something strange. His belly was gone. Or rather it was flatter than it had been since he was a little boy. He had an instant cartoon image of his belly deflating after being punctured by the bullets. I must have been out a very long time. He nodded at the kindly-looking old man.
The other man said, �There�s someone who has been waiting impatiently to speak to you for many years.� He nodded his head.
�Hello, Marcus. I hope you feel yourself again.�
�Papa?�
�Yes. How do you feel?�
�Okay, I guess. I remember being shot. I thought I was dead.�
�You were.�
�This is the hospital? In Moscow?�
�We�re still in Moscow, but this is not a hospital. We are at the research compound. The one I was looking for, remember?�
Marcus examined the old men closer. �These are your scientists?�
�Two of them. They�we do remarkable work here.�
A third man moved into view, dressed in a lab coat like the others, but Marcus recognized him and it made no sense. His stomach roiled at the memories of being chased by the huge gangster Bunny. And it was clearly Bunny��except older and looking somehow less vacant of expression. Sophisticated almost. The man caught his gaze and must have seen the panic there, because he smiled kindly and patted Marcus�s shoulder.
�Calm down,� he said. �They told me what the original owner of this body did to you and I can only imagine how hard it must be to see me like this. We can talk about it later once you are ready. When you get your voice, you can call me Xax. I like that better than Bunny, and my original name is already spoken for.� He glanced meaningfully at one of the other scientists.
Suddenly the last moments in The Pyramid came back in a rush. The war bot firing� �Zoya! Papa, is she all right?�
�She�s fine. You�ll see her soon enough. You need more rest first.�
�I�d like to see her now. Haven�t I been resting long enough?� He looked at the aged Bunny�What did he say to call him, Xax?�and his breathing became labored. �Just how long have I been out?�
�You haven�t been out. You were killed. I managed to get your body on life support in time to prevent brain damage. It�s taken��
�I�m a�� Marcus looked at his flat belly again. �You�re telling me I�m a clone!�
�Is that such a bad thing?�
The ramifications of what had happened were roiling in Marcus�s brain. Question upon question piled up one after another. Would I rather have remained dead? �What year is this?�
�Twenty-one fifty-six.�
�Madre de Dios! What have you done?�
�Calm down. I�m sure you have many questions. When you feel up to it, we can have a nice lunch and answer all of them for you. You should rest now.�
�I don�t want to rest. Apparently that�s all I�ve been doing for, what, eighteen years? Why are you talking like this? Weren�t you going to get your new body and become a real person again?�
�We encountered too many problems, and I have enough fascinating work to do with my friends here.�
�Mother! We deserted her!�
�Don�t be absurd. I was with her to the end.�
�She�s��dead?�
�She didn�t suffer at all. And she was with her friends.�
Marcus knew what it was like in the Mesh. The machine that keeps the body clean and functioning could only keep one alive for so long. He tried to imagine what it must have been like for Mama during her final days. All he knew was that he should have been there for her.
�What did you tell her about me?�
�I lied. I told her you were doing well. Made up stories about you getting married, having children. Even created some nice photos to show her. She said she could no longer sense your presence. I told her she had gone too far under.�
�She had to know you were lying to her.�
�Perhaps. But the truth was worse, wasn�t it?�
Marcus suddenly wanted to put it out of his head. Now wasn�t the time to agonize over his mother.
�Tell me about Zoya.� Marcus was horrified to realize that Zoya would be middle-aged by now.
�We�ll talk more later. You need to rest.�
�No!� Marcus saw one of the scientists fiddling with controls near the side of the bed. �Don�t put me out now. I need answers.� The world started to fade.
�You�ll have them soon. I am glad you�re back. I love you, Marcus.�

�How are you feeling, Zoya?� Kostya said.
�I�m not Zoya. You made that perfectly clear to me yesterday when I woke up to this��this nightmare. I�m so angry at all of you. I can�t even begin to explain how angry. You had no right!�
�I know Dr.�Grachev tried to explain it from his perspective, and I believe he informed you that most of us agree with you completely. I�m not sure he let you know just how little choice we had.�
�Marcus�s father,� Zoya said bitterly.
�Yes, Dr.�Saenz is the one with the money, and money was the only thing keeping us going,� Kostya said.
�It�s immoral.�
�You�re right. We�ve done quite a few things that have pushed the edges of immorality over the past six decades, and I�ll admit what was done to both you and Marcus was the hardest for us to stomach.�
Zoya pushed herself up in bed. She didn�t feel weak exactly, but her muscles were still learning how to coordinate properly with her mind. They had told her she could try to walk, but there was no reason to push it.
�Do you know what it�s like for me?� she said. �It�s like waking up the morning after the worst day of my life. I can tell myself all I want that this isn�t the real me, that eighteen years have passed, but the wounds are raw. For me, my mother and brother died two days ago. My best friend was horribly murdered right in front of me. My uncle��
�I�m very sorry for all you�ve been through,� Kostya said.
�Tyoma��Dr.�Grachev��let slip that I�m still alive out there, but when I pressed him on it, he just put me back to sleep. I want to know.�
�May I sit?�
Zoya nodded.
Kostya sat on the foot of her bed. �We did just as Dr.�Saenz promised that day. You returned with us to the compound. We gave you medical care and you slept. That�s when Dr.�Saenz��
�Could you please call him Javier? That�s what I�m used to.�
Kostya drew a breath. �Sorry, I�m used to a certain formality with people I don�t know well. So Javier insisted you be plugged in that night, which is when we captured your mind data. The next morning we had you flown out to your friend Irina�s dacha.�
�How is Ira?�
�I�ll get to that soon enough. You were in a terrible state. Tyoma and I tried to insist on getting you professional help to work through the shock, but you refused and Irina backed you up. Then we found that the military was looking for you. Dr.�Sae��I mean, Javier, relocated you and Irina�s family to Hafnarfjordur.�
�Haf��what?�
�It�s a pretty little town in Iceland, just outside of Reykjavik. One of our colleagues was born there. He helped change your citizenship. Iceland was one of the few stable, peaceful places at the time, so it seemed a suitable location for you to heal.�
�And?�
�You�re doing well enough. You have two daughters.�
�Oh my God��
�They�re nearly grown. One is sixteen and the other fifteen.�
�Can I see them?�
�We�re going to have to ask Irina. It�s difficult to say what Zoya�s reaction will be to learning she has a younger version of herself.�
�Ira is fine?�
�Yes, she really is. She�s been doing pottery and sculpting for years. She loves it. Iceland is a remarkably relaxing place.�
�What have��I�been doing?�
�You�ve had more trouble settling on any one thing. You flit from hobby to hobby, never really content with anything you try.�
�And work?�
�You haven�t needed to work. Javier has tremendous resources.�
�Husband?�
Kostya shook his head.
Zoya felt a little dizzy, so she lay down again. �I feel like a toy doll Javier made to be a plaything for his son.�
Kostya nodded. �I could see that. But no one will force you to do anything. You don�t even have to meet Marcus if you don�t wish to. And remember, Marcus had nothing to do with this.�
�I feel bad for him. Maybe as much as I do for myself.�
�He�s asleep now. We brought him out a day after you.�
�He won�t look like the Marcus I knew, will he?�
�No.�
Zoya looked at her own body, which still felt odd. It wasn�t terribly different from her old self, except that it was certainly a few years younger. It was still hard to wrap her mind around the idea of all this being possible, but when she told that to Tyoma yesterday he dismissed the idea, saying that since the beginning of time people, even geniuses, were always saying things were impossible only to be proven wrong by history. But she had always believed in the soul, so what did this mean that there could be two of her alive? She decided that she would like to see Marcus. �Perhaps I can help him get through the shock of what was done to him.�
�I really think you could.�
Zoya pulled the pillow down into an embrace. �Can you please leave me alone for a while? I want to think about��things.�
Kostya put a hand lightly on one of her legs. �Of course. Take all the time you need. If you decide you wish it, Javier would like to speak with you. I understand if you don�t want to, though.�
�I just plug in here��I mean if I decide I want to?�
�There�s no need. Your slot has wireless. You�ll find him in your address book.�
�This is all going to take getting use to.�
Kostya nodded and stood up. �I�ll leave you alone now.�
�Doctor?�
�Hmm?�
�Your kindness has been helpful. I�m not ready to thank anyone for what was done to me, but I�m glad you�re here to help.�
Kostya smiled. �Get some rest. Give a call if you want anything.�
As the doctor departed, Zoya let her mind wander amongst the cascade of thoughts concerning everything that felt like the recent past to her�her mother most of all�and her new life and uncertain future. Would the new Marcus seem real to her? Despite the odd feelings about her new body, she herself felt truly real. She thought of the date they had told her, twenty-one fifty-six. Incredible. So much must have changed in the world outside. She had been roiling with rage since waking yesterday, but in the past few hours a level of excitement had crept into her internal conversation with herself. She had always enjoyed learning, and now there was so much to learn.
She forced her body to relax and searched her slot to see if any music was available. All of her favorite songs were there. She smiled and searched for a suitable one to be the very first one she played in her new life. As she scanned the titles, many of them looked both appropriate and wrong at the same time. I need one that is perfect��ah!
She fell asleep to the easy strains of This Wasn�t Supposed to Happen by Army of Anyone.

The End
Author�s Note
I�d like to thank you for reading this book. The publishing industry is changing dramatically since the advent of ebooks. It is now very difficult to get any book noticed, regardless of quality. If you enjoyed this book, you could do some very simple things to help me attract attention. Word of mouth is the number one source of success for novels, so simply telling family and friends about the book is a great start. Here are a few other ways of helping out, if you are so inclined:
Post a review on Amazon.com
Post a review on Goodreads
Talk about the book or write a review on Facebook
Tell folks about the book in a blog post.
One or more of those options would be a tremendous help! Again thank you, and I hope you will try out my future publications.
Ted Cross, November 2014
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