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	Incoming

	 

	The walls are clad in something cheap that’s meant to look like metal. The table I’m attached to has only one of its four legs bolted to the floor. Likewise the chair, but I’m not tethered to that. The door might actually be metal, but the frame is wood, and the hinges are on the inside. Whoever signed off on this ‘secure room’ needs a kicking.

	The police captain sat opposite me is the first combat-trained anything I’ve met in the last twenty hours. He’s looked through the notes and is now watching the video for a second time.

	“Is that the incident scene video or were they spying on the room?”

	He pauses the playback and smiles at me. 

	“Incident, miss. The Sunset Apartment Complex is one of the few clean operations in San Diego-Tijuana. By that I mean they change the laundry between guests, have a two-hour minimum on all rooms, and don’t eavesdrop.”

	Back he goes to watching the video. Time passes. He watches it again. If he goes for a fourth pass, I may cry. Or kill. It’s fifty-fifty at the moment.

	Putting the tablet down on the table, he points to it.

	“The interview notes state you said you hit him once. Difficult to reconcile that with breaking both arms, six ribs, and his jaw. What did you hit him with?”

	“I said I attacked him once, not hit. Completely different thing.”

	He nods.

	“I’m familiar with the terminology. Give me it field report style, Specialist,” he checks the tablet, “Reid”.

	Ah-ha. Combat trained ex-officer.

	“Twenty hundred hours. I was impersonating a normal woman looking for a one-night stand. The target landed his tight ass on the stool next to me and flashed a full set of Purple Devils ink. As they were the rivals of my outfit, Nighthawks, I thought I’d found a way to unwind without risk to persons or property. We had the regulation three drinks, then adjourned to Sunset Apartment 312.”

	He raises a hand.

	“I know they’re both Special Weapons Battalions. Purple Devils are the Mars Rangers. Nighthawks were the First Spaceborne?”

	I nod. He gestures for me to continue.

	“On our way up to the room I vetted him. Being unable to detect any enhancements, I placed him as a stealth operator, likely Recon team: power and precision. Just what I needed.”

	The hand goes up again.

	“Just sketch the intimacy.”

	“I thought he was testing when he offered a fourth drink. Nearly backed off when he drank, but it had been a while since I unwound. He didn’t seem as strong as I expected, either.

	“Anyway, we were both up for it until he started strangling me. That kicked me straight into active response. I attacked. He wasn’t Special anything: he broke.”

	The man grins.

	“I think the term is ‘erotic asphyxiation’.”

	“Can’t help how my defensive tuning interprets soft action.”

	He sighs.

	“Not your fault you ended up with vermin.”

	I nod, then can’t resist.

	“Speaking of rats that shave, which one signed off on this room?”

	He laughs.

	“My predecessor. I’m Manuel Tegua. Formerly a Captain in the Sixth Armoured Division.”

	“Your artillery lit up Trabanth City to cover our evacuation.”

	Manuel nods.

	“I wasn’t sure if you were involved.”

	It’s the last sealed section of my detailed service record: 86 of us made it out, barely alive. The city elders made us scapegoats, so the citizenry wanted us dead. UOR forces could have stood by and let the mob finish tearing us apart, but chose to do an honourable thing instead.

	The fucking Union of Russia helped us leave while the Sixth Armoured Division rained fire from the sky, keeping the screaming mob off our backs. Got back to find we’d been thrown to the wolves for ‘colluding with the enemy’. Ain’t politics grand?

	“Your artillery saved our lives that day.”

	“Wasn’t up for letting them kill any more of you, no matter what the ceasefire orders said. They cut me loose for doing it: ‘Discharge for Classified Reasons’.”

	“That’s how they got rid of me, except I had to fight for it. Took them to court. Battled the fuckers all the way up from ‘Dishonourable Discharge’.”

	He gives a little nod.

	“I always thought they were a too eager to cover it up. In my case, I ended up with a small settlement and no pension. I had to get a job,” he gestures to his uniform, “now I get to do good with only occasional violence.”

	‘Get a job’. I know that one... Might as well ask.

	“Speaking of jobs: you need any veteran Special Weapons types?”

	He grins.

	“As a matter of fact, I do. Being a cybernetically enhanced ex-Specialist, you’d come in as a Specialist - coincidental, I assure you - instead of an Agent. You’ll be on extended probation: while your military service is reviewed, and until the caution for last night expires.”

	“The difference between Agent and Specialist being?”

	“A double chevron on your sleeve instead of a single one. More importantly, the department’s insurance will cover any cybered excesses you might be forced to get up to in the course of your duties.”

	This man knows a blunt instrument when he’s about to hire one. Although, being cybered, I guess I’m more of a power tool.

	“Unusual, them using a vague term like ‘cybered’.”

	He grins.

	“I’m using the slang term for living things with any sort of tech inside. The insurance documents go into gigabytes of detail neither of us have the time to read.”

	Or the patience.

	“What if some part of me isn’t covered?”

	“Firstly, I’d be astonished. Secondly, the legal department would deal with it. You and I have real jobs to do.”

	“Much as I want to salute and cheerfully say ‘offer accepted’, sir, there’s an unusual detail you’ll see when you review my service record.”

	He folds his arms.

	“So bad you feel the need to mention it up front?”

	Not at all. Except for its effect on job applications.

	“I’m a six-leg.”

	‘Six-leg’: military definition ‘6L’. Means I have a ‘quadrupedal combat unit’ bonded with me.

	“What type?”

	Furry thug.

	“Canine cyborg with close-fire capabilities and intelligence upgrades.”

	“Is it true there are Rhinoceros cyborgs out there?”

	“The Khulu Empire have them. They are…quite something to see.”

	That’s if they’re wandering about the place. In combat, the words that came to mind were ‘fucking ridiculous’.

	“If you’d come with one of those, the legal department might have had a problem. As is, it’s not like K9 units are something new.”

	Oh, this one will be.

	“So your offer still stands?”

	He looks down at the tablet again.

	“Yes, former Specialist 6L Calley Reid, First Spaceborne Battalion, army of the United Republics of America. How’d you like to become Specialist Calley Reid with SDT SWIU - that’s the San Diego-Tijuana Special Weapons Intelligence Unit?”

	I salute.

	“Who would I be reporting to?”

	If it’s not going to be someone with combat experience, I’ll have to be careful. I hate having to do that, but a job is a job, and I need one.

	“Me.”

	“Providing I don’t have to quote my entire title every time, I’m in. Offer accepted, sir. One final question, though.”

	“Shoot.”

	“When’s lunch? I haven’t eaten in twenty-two hours.”

	 

	Introductions

	 

	Ten months and a reprimand later…

	 

	“That has got to be the ugliest mutt I have ever seen.”

	Dormac swings to face Agent Nantes.

	“Be nice or I will hurt you.”

	His pronunciation is a trifle clipped, but seems to get the point across. Abel Nantes leaps backwards, one hand going to the grip of his holstered sidearm, the other pointing a shaking finger at my boy.

	“It spoke! What is that?”

	This needs to be done, and the locker room is nearly full. Best time is now.

	“Dormac. Identify yourself.”

	He looks back at me, flicks his tail once to the right, then sits himself down neatly like any other good boy waiting for treats.

	“EI-GS9942C. I am Specialist Dormac Reid.”

	‘EI’: enhanced intelligence. After AI research stalled, increasing what we had became a goal. Unfortunately, all attempts at doing it to healthy humans made them slower, stupider, or dead. 

	Dennis Cutler brought the cyberbiological revolution nearly a century ago. Cutler Life Biotech - CLB - gave people a chance of new bodies when their physical forms failed for whatever reason.

	Many otherwise healthy people also became cybered - but those benefits remain almost exclusive to specialised military or ex-military personnel.

	Soon after CLB became one of the biggest companies on the planet, a man named Kal Ruslan felt it was wrong that those stricken with brain injuries continued to be marginalised. So he defied protocols and used ‘failed’ EI technology to help a woman debilitated by a brain injury. The result wasn’t perfect, but it was a huge improvement.

	Then a young woman named Abigail Semas read about Ruslan’s work and spent a huge amount of her inheritance getting some EI for her beloved, injured horse. The results were startling. So ground-breaking, they started several whole new fields of scientific and weapons research.

	From that came the enhanced pets and working animals we often see in films and on TV, but rarely see in real life because so few people can afford them.

	Behind the publicised wonders are mistakes and terrors that will never be revealed. There are also many more military ‘applications’ than the public are allowed to be aware of.

	Dormac was returned after my Dishonourable Discharge was quashed.

	I don’t like to think about how close he came to being put down. The unofficial protocol is that 6L remain together and die together. I was the first to get fired instead of dying or retiring - I guess that’s why he was kept around. 

	Then they wanted me to voluntarily relinquish him for reasons they refused to disclose. The threat of a very public legal battle promised by myself, my Judge Advocate, and several animal rights groups changed their minds. Coming on top of the case I’d just won, another defeat wouldn’t have looked good.

	“He’s a wardog?”

	Agent Trent Robins crouches down to get a better look at him. Dormac doesn’t move, doesn’t even betray he’s registered the man.

	On the interface that displays in my right eye, he pops up a smiley dog face and a little arrow pointing towards Robins.

	“Dormac is an Alsatian with exoskeletal armour, which is why he’s got that ‘C’ designation: ‘carapace’. We’ve been together for six years. He demobbed with me, and has just been granted San Diego Police K9 clearance on completion of psychological assessment. There is also certificated confirmation of him having his onboard firepower disabled, and removed from our possession.”

	Because armoured smart dogs with laser-targeted magnums are somehow deemed to be a risk on streets where most things over the age of eight are packing firepower of some kind, and none of them have collateral damage limiters or pinpoint accuracy.

	“This is more of Tegua’s special weapons bullshit, isn’t it?”

	I like Nantes. He’s an honest Agent who does his best, and is devoted to his family. Sadly, he’s also an anticyb: one of those who consider cybernetic enhancements to be wrong, for a variety of reasons. Most of the time, it isn’t an issue. Right now, however…

	A cheerful voice cuts through the tension.

	“Yes, yes, Abel. So why don’t you run along to do policey things and leave the cyberweirdos to me?”

	Sergeant Ruth Tacheny strolls forwards from the doorway. The crowd starts to break up.

	“Hello, Dormac.”

	My boy prances across and knocks her down. Trent looks horrified, then sees I’m grinning, and hears Ruth laughing.

	“Dormac, you’re getting better. I didn’t feel anything bend.”

	I look at Trent’s confused expression and decide to have mercy on him.

	“Ruth volunteered because her skeleton is reinforced, and Dormac was having problems with not breaking people when he intercepted them. His military training only taught him how to be a furry missile. It’s no use to us if Dormac restrains every subject with the equivalent of an eighty-five-kilo bat to the ribs. Questioning often can’t wait for hospital time.”

	Ruth raises a hand from where she lies on the floor, fussing Dormac with the other.

	“Plus Manuel mentioned something about lawsuits and reprimands. Apparently we don’t want any more of the former, and Calley can’t afford any more of the latter.”

	“Isn’t that so, Specialist Reid?”

	We all jump up and come to attention as Manuel pulls his favourite dramatic entrance: appearing without warning.

	“I didn’t mean to hit him that hard, sir. Him pulling a sawn-off shotgun made me twitchy.”

	“Hitting him isn’t my issue. You put him through a fourteenth-storey window! If two of the Agents below hadn’t had the presence of mind to lob a couple of crash foam grenades under him, he would have decorated the sun deck from nearly 50 metres up. As it is, he’s in hospital, and his wife is suing us for using excessive force.”

	I know. I have the reprimand on my record to prove it.

	“Excessive force, sir? He shot his mistress eleven times for daring to have a regular boyfriend while seeing him on the side. Then he hunted the boyfriend down and ran him over five times. Five! We have video of him reversing over the poor bastard twice! That’s how we found him: we followed the trail of bloody tyre prints to the hotel. He got off lightly.” I grin at Manuel. “I really was intending to bounce him off the wall next to that window, sir.”

	He tries to stay angry. Then he spots Dormac.

	“Why is a there a four-legged partially furred weapon in my locker room?”

	Dormac wags his tail and takes the time to pronounce his words as best he can. Good boy.

	“Good morning, Captain Tegua.”

	Manuel jumps, then looks up at the ceiling.

	“I read the memos, listen to her spouting off, acknowledge the cautions, sign off on a stack of legal docs, but nobody mentions he can talk. Unbelievable.”

	He crouches down and grins at me.

	“You going to introduce us?”

	 

	Encounters

	 

	I’m sprinting down corridors, using the walls to take corners tidily, when a cadet laden with documents steps into a T-junction at the wrong moment.

	I emerge from a cloud of paperwork to get yanked out of the air by Dormac before I collide with anyone else. I look up to see a shaking secretary peering up in surprise, looking for me, then down to where Dormac is standing on my midriff.

	She pales, gives a terrified squeak, and runs away. I push my boy off, give him a pat, and turn to the cadet.

	“Sorry about that.”

	He shakes his head, eyes seemingly stuck to Dormac. I check his badge: ‘Udelhofen’.

	“Cadet Udelhofen, this is Dormac. Yes, he’s a wardog. I’d love to stay and chat, but we’ve got an alert.”

	The kid nods distractedly. Lost cause.

	“Dormac. Hup.”

	We both bolt off in the direction of the vehicle bay.

	 

	“Good of you to join us, Reid. Hello, Dormac.”

	We’re both ranked as Specialists, but only I get told off. It’s just not fair. 

	“Sir.”

	“Sir.”

	Manuel bangs on the bulkhead between cargo and crew compartments and our half-track rolls out. I’ll never get used to the sound-absorbent coating on the treads. I still expect tracked vehicles to sound all heavy metal.

	“What have we got, Captain?”

	Ruth gets in with the question we all want answered.

	“The description we received is of a ‘tall, dog-like biped’ wielding a pair of Arcis Sliverguns, storming through the Eastman Building of Palomar-Etienne College. So far, it only injures people that get in its way. Site updates indicate it seems to be heading for the basement laboratories.”

	“Dog-like?” Trent looks at me, “Come across any werewolf projects while you were in the service?”

	The military always has some lairy projects alongside its bloody-handed stuff, but nothing in my knowledge fits this.

	“Got nothing.”

	Ruth raises a hand.

	“How did we get the Arcis weapon ID?”

	I know that.

	“Arcis weapons are chatty - the technical term is ‘verbose’. They link with open networks as a default state. Can even share their guncam footage in real time. I’m still not clear as to what they were thinking, but outfits in a hurry sometimes forget to switch Arcis kit into quiet mode.”

	Specialist Dix Jernberg chips in.

	“We had to write about the potential benefits of verbose weapons during a PsyOps class. Twenty-one essays concluding ‘what the fuck?’ was quite amusing.”

	Manuel raises an eyebrow.

	“PsyOps?”

	“Yes sir. Tried to follow my mother into intel, but my father’s genetics won. I ended up a soldier, but eventually qualified as a rifleman.”

	Which explains the pair of two-metre cases racked behind him, me and Dormac: Dix is our new sniper.

	We unload outside the Eastman Building and are waved frantically towards a set of wide stairs that slope down into the ground next to a four-storey building. Presumably that’s access to the basement.

	Dormac lopes over ahead of us. I watch the campus security guard step awkwardly to one side, then curiosity wins: he steps back to take a closer look at my boy.

	There’s a body at the foot of the steps. Judging from the state of it, I look up. Broken window on the third floor.

	“Officer! What’s happened since the call was made?”

	The security guard turns to Manuel and salutes. He’s shaking. Looks like he’s been crying.

	“Fuentes, Captain Tegua. Remember you from the Sixth.”

	Why would he bring that up now?

	Manuel nods.

	“What have you got for me, Fuentes?”

	“Single aggressor. Two metres tall, looks like some custom cyberjob from god-knows-where to me. Never seen or heard of the like. Enhancement-wise, it seems to be average speed, very strong, tougher than expected. I put half a magazine of 6-millimetre into its chest. It swatted me down some stairs, then put Officer Walker through a window.” He shakes his head. “Cord didn’t get lucky. I did.”

	Manuel prompts him. 

	“Carry on, officer.”

	Fuentes clears his throat.

	“It doesn’t turn well in narrow corridors, and is a good shot out to about ten metres.”

	Not that a slivergun needs you to be precise.

	Manuel looks over towards the half-track, where our new driver Shane is checking on the status of backup. I see Mike is gunner today. 

	Shane waves.

	“All SWAT teams are deployed elsewhere, Captain. SWIU are cleared to engage.”

	I look at Manuel.

	“Engage?”

	“Only in the absence of available SWAT personnel. Due to the combat experience of some of this team’s members, I got us permission to deploy. It’s subject to explicit approval on a case-by-case basis. We get this right, it’s proof of concept, and good things follow. You get it wrong? You’ll probably end up with a new Captain.”

	I look about. Combat experience? If Dormac and I are to form an assault subunit like we used to, we need one more to form the URA definition of a ‘hammerhead’.

	Wait a minute. I see Dix approaching, carrying something with a lot of barrels. It has ‘Mossberg’ stamped down one side.

	“You my heavy weapons when you’re not sniping, Dix?”

	He grins.

	“Yes ma’am.”

	I link to Dormac and indicate Dix.

	“Fire support. Assault Three.”

	Dormac wags twice right. I look over at Manuel.

	“You letting us loose, sir?”

	“Don’t break anything you don’t absolutely have to. Assault team, move in.”

	Down the steps, Dormac barging the door open, me and Dix trotting after. My boy pauses a little way inside, sniffs the air, then heads out at a comfortable lope with the two of us jogging along behind. Two turns and about a hundred metres later, we start coming across bodies.

	“This is Assault One. We have multiple bodies, no activity or survivors so far. Assault Two is on track.”

	There are a lot of rooms down here, all kitted out as laboratories. I’m no expert, but this looks way beyond what I’d expect a university to have.

	We follow Dormac down another level to find more laboratories and more bodies. Many of these people couldn’t have been in the way.

	“This is Assault One. Body count is escalating, still no survivors, no sign of intruder.”

	It’s the problem with sliverguns versus unarmoured humans. Most hits are catastrophic bleeders at best. I’ve seen one open a twenty-centimetre hole through someone’s guts. All that was left was the muscle and skin on each side, and a badly scored spine.

	Dormac sends ‘danger’ and ‘close’ icons.

	“Contact.”

	I kneel so Dix can fire over me. Dormac moves slowly towards an opening in the wall, paws making no sound on the steel panels bolted to the floor.

	Through the opening, I can see there’s a figure in red lying on the floor some way ahead. Looks like they were making for the emergency stairs at the far end of the corridor.

	My view gets blocked as something bulky steps into the opening from the right.

	“Fucking Hades!” 

	Dix got that right.

	This thing has a chest nearly the width of the opening, tapering down to what’s likely a fully cybered midriff, before bulging out into meaty thighs, chromed knee assemblies, and clawed feet. The head looks vaguely canine, with what ears there may be covered by circular headsets. Skin tone is shades of dark grey. Never seen anything like it.

	The sliverguns are up, but moving slowly and jerkily. I see the strips of light on the headsets flickering.

	The figure beyond raises a bloody hand to make a child’s ‘shooting a gun’ gesture. I couldn’t agree more.

	“Assault Two, down. Assault Three, drop it.”

	My boy lies down, chest and chin on the floor, as Dix unloads at least three barrels of the field piece he bought along.

	The thing steps back as its chest erupts fragments and thin trails of smoke. The light strips turn pale blue. The flickering stops.

	Dix nudges me with his knee and shouts.

	“Headshots!”

	I bring my Mauser Luger to bear and aim for the massive nose of the beast.

	I put three rounds into it: nose, nose, right eye. It stands there, head ruined, chest smoking. The sliverguns sag a little, then resume their jerky movement. Why hasn’t it let rip? More importantly, how is it still standing? Even cybered bodies have limits.

	Dix shouts and fires.

	“Fire in the hole!”

	I see whatever he fires punch a hole in the beast’s chest, then there’s a flash followed by a muffled explosion. Chunks fly off. The creature half-turns, revealing the hilt of a big knife projecting from its upper back, then falls forward to wrap the ruin of its torso around the edge of the opening. It slides downwards to rest with its back folded into a reverse ‘L’ shape. The light strips go out.

	Dormac leaps the body and rushes to the figure in red. Our interface displays a frowny dog face along with flashing green and white crosses. Green cross means human, or at least biological. White cross means cybernetics. Flashing means ‘fucked up’.

	“This is Assault One. Intruder is down. We need paramedics to our location immediately: we’ve found a badly-injured cybered survivor.”

	I move up to look at the creature. The knife partially cuts through a curiously wide spine at the base of the neck. At a guess, I’d say that without it, the beast would have been firing while ignoring Dix’s first salvo. I check on Dix - he’s reloading, keeping an eye out while he does so - then move to join Dormac.

	The woman on the floor has been beaten as well as being repeatedly shot with sliverguns. Fortunately, most of her body is one of the artificial ones from CLB. As there’s a human mind inside, it’s a CyBod.

	Without one, it would be a Companion, those robots that remain close, but not quite human enough, for many people. The limits of AI had been frustratingly, tantalisingly near to what it’s advocates dreamed of.

	“Madam? Madam? I’m with the police. Can you hear me?”

	The head turns haltingly, machinery protesting for every degree.

	“That’s a good kill, Specialist. My name’s Kylie Aragon. You better call the nearest CLB repair facility: I’m going to need a partial rebuild, and an upgrade. Bastard smashed my last leg.”

	I look down. She moves a badly mauled mechanical leg to reveal the one underneath. That one isn’t mechanical. It is, however, royally fucked. She’s put a crude tourniquet around the mess as high and as best she can.

	“This is Assault One. Call for an ambulance from the nearest CLB hospital.”

	I crouch down. Dormac moves to sit by my side.

	“What happened here, Kylie?”

	She smiles.

	“Somebody wants their lanthanoid back, and somebody working for them made a mistake.”

	Their what, and what?

	“I have no idea what that is, or what you mean.”

	“Nor did I, and I’m still not convinced I do in any meaningful way. I’ll explain as best I can when I’m not dying. Can you snag my Bowie for me, please?”

	Bowie? Ah. The knife.

	“Right now, it’s evidence. I’ll make sure it gets back to you.”

	She nods and closes her eyes.

	I look at Dormac.

	“Thoughts, buddy?”

	He looks back at the creature.

	“Bad thing.”

	I nod. They made my boy a thinker, but can’t change the ‘wolf now’ of his worldview. Tomorrow might as well be next century, and yesterday is everything that’s ever happened to him. Learning, once done, becomes something that’s been there forever. Only occasional scenes remain captured, but without reference to how old they are.

	I pat his shoulder. 

	“Let’s go.”

	“Snacks?”

	I’m sure the lack of accurate time perception is why he’s always hungry.

	 

	Meetings

	 

	I hate the post-incident reporting phase. I’m a fighter, not a data-entry clerk. After several hours of sorting out scene briefs and after-action reports, I manage to sneak off for a run, followed by a few hours’ sleep, curled up in a corner on the locker room floor, Dormac at my back. I don’t care that I get funny looks. They haven’t been where I’ve been, and I’m not going to try and explain things they can’t understand.

	A quick shower and a couple of energy bars later - one for Dormac, one for me - I decide further screen tapping can wait, except for the mandatory entry I have to leave before I take the Bowie knife from secondary evidence, after checking it’s been processed.

	While some would question this move, I got a good feeling about Kylie. So I’m going to return a personal possession and get an ad-hoc interview while the memory is fresh in the mind of the victim. But, most importantly, it means I’m not going to be doing any more datawork until tomorrow.

	Making sure the Bowie is tucked inside my jacket, I head out for Centro Médico Cutler on the Tijuana side of SDT.

	I get to collect my service vehicle on the way: a brand-new Dodge Bravo, its eye-assaulting blue, black and white diamond check pattern failing to conceal the chronically underpowered electric 4x4 underneath.

	With Dormac happily lolling on his back with his legs in the air - and digging holes in the rear upholstery with the ridges of his carapace while doing so - we set off.

	 

	Exiting the car, I nod to the guard outside the main entrance. He steps in my way.

	“You cannot bring the dog in here.”

	I smile at him. 

	“We’re both Specialists with the SWIU.”

	Dormac’s got ID on the front of his harness. I have an ID card, and carry digital credentials for both of us.

	“No dogs.”

	Alright, then.

	“He’s a wardog. Try and keep him out.”

	Emphasis provided by a well-timed snarl from the furry thug himself. I raise my eyebrows in query. The guard steps to one side.

	A short while later, we head up the skyscraper that the Cutler Medical Centre shares with CLB Anahuac Division Headquarters. We leave a trail of stares and muted conversations in our wake.

	I check with one of the nurses before taking him into her room. Right of access is one thing. Entering surgical environments without first checking you’re not going to compromise anyone is different.

	Kylie Aragon is laid up in a wide bed with an impressive array of equipment scattered in, on, and about it. The view out the window is no less impressive, but in a completely different way.

	“You seem familiar, officer. Have we met?”

	I bring her Bowie knife into view.

	“You asked me to bring this back.”

	She smiles.

	“A lady who is true to her word, and has friends with big guns. I like you already.”

	I put the knife on the table next to her, then gesture to the enormous bed.

	“Never seen a king size in a hospital before.”

	“They have these for people who insist on retaining big bits of their organic bodies when logic dictates they shouldn’t.”

	I can sympathise with that.

	Kylie continues.

	“Balancing a hybrid body is a complex task. You have to limit the performance of some cybered parts to balance with the organic. Which means this bed has the diagnostics on board to keep an eye on my lower abdomen while they work out the safest way to replace the other half of my pelvis, along with the leg.”

	“Wouldn’t it be easier to move your brain capsule and the little bit of supporting biology into a whole new CyBod?”

	“Much as I don’t like the idea, I did mention it. Upon checking the fine print, it turns out my insurance cover will pay for everything to repair my current hybrid body, but will only pay half of any new body if it’s not considered medically essential. This is fixable, so…”

	She shrugs.

	“Here I am, stuck in a room with a view, which I’m going to have a long time to admire. They reckon six weeks if all goes smoothly, and the looks they’re exchanging tell me they don’t expect it to go that way.”

	I’ve got a lot of technology under my skin, but the thought of becoming a brain in a machine scares me. It’s something I’ll have to deal with eventually, because cybersoldiers wear out, and have to retire into CyBods.

	There are rumours of a few who got to remain in service, but I don’t want to know what they did to get given the choice, or what they wound up in.

	“To pass a little time, why don’t you tell me what you were doing at Palomar-Etienne College? You’re not on any of their rosters: staff, pupil, consultant or contractor.”

	“I was searching their Maztec-owned laboratories, trying to retrieve a lump of rare earth metal before it caused problems for my employer.”

	****

	** To read further, please purchase a copy of this book. Thank you. **

	*****
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