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Chapter 1

 

It was one of those shitty dreams. The kind that has you running down a winding pathway of mixed cobblestone, dirt, and rock through a tall, dark forest. Real ol' timey Ichabod Crane-style shit. There was no sound in the dream, but I knew something assholeish was following me. The trees were too dense to go through, and the dusk light of the dream world was turning into dark-as-fuck night. I just kept running, and Dickbag kept gaining ground on me. Just as I was about to turn around, I startled awake like a fish pulled from its bowl.

"Ugggghh.... What time is it?" I asked my empty room. My head felt as if I'd used it as a hammer to play whack-a-mole all night, and my mouth felt like I'd licked my own asshole.

"It is eight thirty-two AM, Sue Zay." The voice was a man's and had an Australian accent that elongated all the vowel sounds in a way that I found unbelievably funny.

But I wasn't laughing now.

"What the fuck, Hogan? I'm going to be late for class! Why didn't you wake me up?" I kicked off the covers of my bed and gasped at my outfit. "What the hell is this?"

"Last night you ordered me to let you sleep in or you would 'reformat my hard drive with your torque wrench and season my CPU in your toilet.'"

"I don't believe you." I crawled out of bed with a moan and awkward slide across my nightmare-drenched sheets. The skirt I was wearing was bright pink, tight, and way, way, way, way too short. It was stupid hard to crawl in, and I gave up after a few attempts and just rolled off the bed like a lazy dog.

"Hogan… If you… fucking… wake me up for class tomorrow… I'm going to… I'm going to… fucking take my torque wrench and beat the shit out of your drive. Then I'm gonnna… rip… rip… your fucking CPU out, piss in the toilet and fucking leave it the fuck in there to season for a week. Do you understand, asshole?" Hogan replayed the recording he took of my orders. Holy shit balls, I sounded drunker than I would have believed.

"Okay, fine. I said that, but you should have known better. I've got midterms today." I had fluorescent green pasties taped over my nipples. They had little yellow smiley faces on them, and I tried to search my non-existent memories of last night to figure out what had happened, but all I remembered was the forest.

"I'm sorry,  Sue Zay. I'll do better next time," the Australian voice sighed.

"Did I ride home in this?" I gingerly peeled off the tape from my nipples and staggered across the oil-stained concrete floor toward the side of the garage that housed Funakoshi and my bathroom. There were no walls or doors anywhere in my place, so I had nothing to lean against.

"Yes. I did engage the autopilot on your motorcycle when you started vomiting," Hogan stated.

"Goddamn it." I hit the water in the shower and attempted to shimmy out of my skirt. I might as well have tried to yank off my own skin. The thing wasn't budging. It was, like, glued to me. At least my watch was still on, and I used my shaking fingers to pry it off my wrist before I placed it on the sink next to the shower.

"Should I have not engaged the autopilot?" The mirror blurred in the corner, and a good-looking, blond man with a leather vest and black cowboy hat appeared.

"No. That was okay. I can't get this fucking skirt off. Fuck it." I jumped into the shower with it on and almost screamed at the cold water. I didn't have time to wait for it to get warm. If I wasn't at class by eight, I'd miss my first midterm, probably get kicked out of school, and have to tell Mom why she wasted three million dollars sending me to Musk Science University.

The skirt peeled off with the aid of the ice water and my shivers, but I groaned again when I realized I wasn't wearing underwear.

"Of course not, cause there would be lines under the thing."

"I'm sorry, Sue Zay. I didn't understand your request," Hogan's voice filled the speaker above the shower.

"I'm talking to myself. Who was I with last night?"

"Xiu Mei, Stacy Jones, and Kate Tee." Hogan added an extra 'a' sound to Kate Tee's name so it sounded like Kate Taeee. Some of the memories began to return at the mention of my friends. We had gone clubbing, and then we were drinking, and then… I woke up in my bed hung over as fuck and wearing something a go-go dancer would be ashamed of. My guess was Stacy Jones had something to do with the night going all hazy.

I rubbed cheap bar soap all over my body and through my hair. Then I rinsed off with the now slightly-warmer-than-fucking-freezing water and leapt out of the shower.

My towel was missing from the hanger, so I scanned the room with my pained eyes and saw it lying over the seat of Funakoshi. I snatched it from his saddle, wondered how it got there, and then partially dried myself off while I searched for my school uniform.

"Where are my pants?"

"They are in the dirty laundry pile." Hogan's image appeared on the screen of my fridge, and the AI nodded his head toward the three heaping piles of clothes on the other side of my shower.

"Which pile?"

"The middle one. They are in the second layer from the top. MSU school ordinance number four three five six claims that all female students must wear approved school skirts unless the exterior weather is under forty-five degrees Fahrenheit or raining. The temperature outside is currently fifty-five degrees Fahrenheit, and there is zero chance of rain."

"Thanks for the reminder, Hogan, but I don't have time to change at school." I grabbed the wrinkled brown and green plaid pants and searched for underwear.

"You do not have any clean underwear. If you'll recall, I asked you to do laundry four days-"

"Oh for the love of- Shut up! I'm so fucking late." I slid into my pants, grabbed a thankfully clean white uniform dress shirt from my rack and then found my socks. In half a click, I'd put all the clothes on my wet body and ran to the sink to brush my teeth.

"Time?" I asked around a mouthful of toothbrush and paste.

"Seven forty-four AM." Hogan's face appeared on the screen of my watch, and I rebuckled the microcomputer to my wrist. Okay, this wasn't impossible. It normally took me twenty minutes to get to school, then another ten minutes to get to class. If I screamed there, I would make it in time.

But it was also rush hour.

I spotted my black and pink-heart-dotted riding leathers, and I shimmied them over my damp clothes while I reviewed the route to school in my head. Of course, Hogan could calculate the fastest time to get there given traffic conditions and display a map for me inside my helmet, but that took all the fun out of it.

"Boots!" I screamed when my leathers were zipped.

"They are on the opposite side of your bed. Also, you forgot your tie. There is one next to you on the couch," the Aussie robot informed me, and I grabbed the already knotted plaid neck tie and slipped my head through the noose. I didn't bother to tighten it because it would waste valuable seconds and my zipped-up riding leathers would keep the fabric from flying free, catching on a car's side mirror, and ripping my pretty little head off my shoulders.

"Hogan, open the door please, and time?" I jumped over my bed like an Olympian and landed with one foot in the boot. It would have been all sorts of super awesome since they were eight-inch high black leather pieces of heavy motorcycle protection, but it was the wrong foot in the wrong shoe, and I promptly tumbled over when my fucked-up equilibrium tried to correct the situation.

The door to my apartment/garage/slum living space opened with a screech that sent needles of pain through my dehydrated lizard brain. By the time the sound stopped torturing my ears, I'd gotten both boots on, grabbed my helmet, and thrown a leg over the saddle of Funakoshi.

"Check. You there?" I said to Hogan as soon as I pulled my helmet over my head. The piece was painted black like the abyss except for the fluorescent pink kitty ears that protruded from the crown and the stylized nose and whiskers on the mouth guard.

"I'm here, Sue Zay." Hogan's mug appeared on the inside screen of my helmet. He raised his right hand and pulled briefly on the lip of his black cowboy hat. It had a bunch of crocodile teeth tied around the crown of the hat. I'd designed him with the Down Under quirks after I watched a series of really old and terribly funny movies about an Australian bushman who made a trip to New York City in the 1980s. "Seven forty-nine AM. I'm afraid we will not make it to your first midterm on time."

"Fuck that. Let's light the streets on fire." I pushed my thumb over Funakoshi's trigger and waited for the engine to roar into life.

Nothing.

"Fucking shit. What is going on?" I looked down at the black, purple, and pink-trimmed bike. He was four hundred pounds of gasoline-injected anger, but if the terminal wasn't going to work, then the super bike might as well have been a bird shit-covered park bench.

"I may have forgotten to turn off the autopilot last night…" Hogan's face almost looked human as the AI grimaced on my helmet screen.

"Fuckity fuck, fuck, fuck. Ugh. Mom is gonna kill me!" I leaned Funakoshi off his stand and flipped the lever back against the undercarriage. Then I felt around with the toe of my boot and found the kick starter. My father had put it on the motorcycle when he built the first version. He'd never trusted onboard motorcycle computers or the fiber wire systems that eventually came to control them. When I'd added my own customizations to Funakoshi, I'd left the device on for sentimental purposes. I never thought that I'd actually need it.

"This isn't going to work." I kicked on the starter, and Funakoshi's ancient engine turned over lazily.

"Come on, you fat fucker. Wake up!" I slammed my leg down again with the combined strength of desperation and hung-over rage.

The engine caught instantly with the second strike, and I rolled my ankle to flip the starter back into place.

"Thank God!" I cried out with joy. Black smoke sprayed out of Funakoshi's exhaust, and my apartment quickly filled with the beautiful-smelling mixture of fuel, air, and oil. I slammed my ass back into the saddle, relished the vibration of his engine through my crotch for half a second, and then cranked the throttle as far open as it could go. Funakoshi obeyed my command and sent three hundred and sixty-five snarling horses to the rear wheel. The tire warped, spun, and screeched, sending me out of my apartment like a thousand eagles diving.

My body braced for the first immediate turn, and I leaned the bike hard left to avoid smashing into the brick corner of the cardboard mill that sat one hundred yards from my garage. There was a familiar mark of rubber on the street, and I just followed the line that guided the bike through its peel like I had hundreds of times before this morning.  Once I was free of the alleyway, I tapped on the shifter twice with my left foot to bring Funakoshi to second gear while I eased off the throttle. The rear wheel hiccupped, and the bike swung around straight towards the end of the street and into San Jose.

"CO2 in our domicile is at a healthy level now. I am closing the garage door," Hogan informed me through my helmet. I grunted at his words and checked my left side before I turned into the next street. Then I punched the throttle again, and Funakoshi howled an ancient scream of road dominance.

"The speed limit on Tully Road is forty-five miles per hour, Sue Zay. You are currently traveling at one hundred and twenty miles per hour."

"You know I can see my speed on my helmet display? I'm in a fucking hurry!" Self-driving cars whizzed past me like they were parked, and I weaved through them like a hummingbird.

"An accident at this speed could result in your death. Motorbike fatalities are-"

"Oh fucking God. Shut up already. If I wanted you to be my mother I would have used her voice codes and her imagery. Fuck, I would have just let her program you!"

"Note taken, Sue Zay. I will no longer care about your safety." Hogan seemed to mope on my screen.

"Stop being such a drama queen. Should I stay on Tully or take the 101 to 280?"

"The probability that you will not have to deal with any stoplights increases with the use of highway-"

"You know how I hate long-winded answers!" There were two self-driving pods abreast up ahead, and I threaded through them with a few inches to spare on either side.

"I'd advise the freeway, but it will make you more likely to be noticed by the local law enforcement agency or highway patrol."

"Thanks. I'll take my chances." I risked taking my hand off the clutch and thumbed the button to turn on Funakoshi's display. The battery had enough power now, and the screen kicked to life. It would still take a half a minute for the software to load, test my gyro stabilizers, and streamline the engine intake. But once it was live, I could play the beast like a goddamn fiddle.

"Onramp up ahead," Hogan reminded me, and I leaned the bike through the thick of the stopped traffic. My back tire broke loose a bit, but I was leaning so hard to my right that I just needed to point my handlebars left a tiny amount to keep upright.

The onramp from Tully to the 101 was on a down slope, and I got a clear view of the traffic conditions ahead of me. I had expected the freeway to be a parking lot, but there were only a moderate number of pods on the road. I smiled at my luck, threw open the throttle, leaned forward to keep Funakoshi's front on the ground, and then shot onto the freeway like a pinkish-black bullet.

"You have an incoming message from Xiu Mei," Hogan informed me with a tip of his crocodile-tooth hat.

"Read it."

"Where you at, Zay? Class is about to start. Did you sleep in? Doctor Leetee is eye fucking your chair. He'll start without you." The AI changed his voice to almost match Xiu Mei's pitch and tonality.

"Fucking eight AM class. Damn it to fuck! Why did you let me take such an early class, Hogan?"

"You needed the credits to graduate next year. This was the only class. I am confused by your question," Hogan's cheery Australian accent made me even angrier at myself.

"How are we on time?"

"Seven fifty-two AM. You are making excellent progress. You are approaching two hundred miles per hour though, and your motorbike's suspension cannot handle roads safely in these conditions at that speed. Also, the 280 freeway is ahead."

I let off the gas and angled the bike to take the 280 westward into Cupertino. I didn't see any other bikers on the road, and it was probably a good thing. A freeway full of self-driving pods meant that I could really cut loose without fearing that someone would make a dumbass lane change. Within half a minute, I passed the 64 exit, and I felt my body begin to relax a little.

"What time should I be there by?" I asked Hogan.

"I estimate you will arrive in two more minutes. You'll have five minutes to get to class. Wait."

"Wait what?" I seethed into my helmet.

"The California Highway Patrol band has been alerted to a speeding motorbike rider on the 280 freeway. They are dispatching patrols and drones."

"Ahh fuck!" As soon as the words left my mouth, I heard the muffled sounds of sirens on the on-ramp ahead of me. My helmet display said I was moving at one hundred and ten miles an hour, though. So they were gone from my presence almost as soon as I heard them.

The drones would be a problem. There was a possibility that I could get to class before they locked on me. But if the CHP got a visual, they might barge into class, pull me from the university, and put a world of hurt on me through the grueling legal process.

"Call Over Zipf," I asked Hogan.

"It is ringing," he informed me; I heard the dial tone and then a noisy pickup.

"Well hello, beautiful." His face appeared on my helmet screen next to Hogan's. Over Zipf had graduated from Berkeley a few years ago and often frequented my Moto Gymkhana events. He was a master drone builder and designer, and he often dealt with the seedier parts of the industry.

"Hey, Over Zipf," I snorted and wished he'd let me call him by "Z" or "Over" or even just "Zipf." He was temperamental though, and I didn't want to piss him off when I need his help.

"You riding?"

"Yeah. I need your help."

"Of course, you do. That is the only reason you ever call me. It hurts my poor heart to know that you don't value me for any of my other… talents."

"I'm about to have some CHP drones on my ass. I'm heading west on the 280 into Cupertino. Do you want them?" I tried to make my voice sound sweet, but the stress of the doomsday midterm, combined with my horrible hangover, was limiting my ability to be charming.

"Ahh shiiiiittttt. Is that you? I just picked it up on the police band. They said a black and pink bike, but I thought you had class."

"I'm running late, and I have a fucking midterm. Do you want the drones or not?" I may have been a little too nasty because I saw him bring a pasty, white hand up to his soft, chubby chin.

"I guess I could scrap and resell them. But I'm gonna want something in return."

"Oh come. The. Fuck. On. They have to be worth ten gees each!"

"Naw. More like twenty, if we are talking CHP. They put weapon ports on those puppies now."

"So even better for you. Just get rid of them for me."

"Go out to dinner with me." He smiled and adjusted his thick-rimmed glasses. Over Zipf wasn't ugly, he would even have been a bit sexy if he lost thirty pounds and maybe did a few push-ups. Still, he wasn't my type, and I preferred to keep our friendship where it was.

"Ugh. You are kidding me."

"I'm buying. Anywhere you want to go. You don't even have to fuck me afterward."

"Ewww. You are an asshole."

"Come on. You know I like you, Sue Zay. Give me a chance. I'll have those drones off you so you can get to class."

"Fuck. Fine. But I'm picking an expensive place, and I'm not wearing anything that is going to give you any ideas."

"Just watching you straddle that big old black motorcycle of yours makes me fucking hard as fuck, girl."

"Ewwwww. I think my uterus just shriveled up and died." Bile rose in my throat.

"I've got plenty more sweet talking for you over dinner. Send me your position."

"Hogan?" I said to the Aussie AI. He didn't answer, but I saw a green light around his picture and then Over Zipf spoke.

"I've got it. Okay. Get off at the next exit and hang right. They are closing in on your position. Three of them."

I saw flashing lights in my rear-view mirror. It looks like there was one CHP rider who had some balls and decided he would try to catch me. I had dropped Funakoshi down to ninety-five miles per hour so that I could take the exit gracefully. The force of the turn still pushed me down into the saddle with the weight of a hundred sumo wrestlers, but I never neglected my workouts, and my abs were strong enough to keep my spine in line.

The Chipper was really hauling. I saw him dive into the turn only moments after I cleared the curve and thundered Funakoshi's massive engine. It looked like the guy could ride, but while the electric Zippos that the Chippers rode were fast, there wasn't a man or woman alive who could weave through the San Jose streets like I dared.

After all, I was the World Champion Moto Gymkhana Queen.

And I had done it all on a heavy street-fighting bike with an engine over sixty years old.

"Sue Zay, I have optics on the drones," Hogan's friendly voice pronounced drones like 'dronoes.' I had gotten the programming of the accent perfectly for the AI, but I still needed to work on more of the slang terms so that he would sound more like an Aussie.

"Throw it on my helmet," I ordered and immediately saw the somewhat grainy image of the three aerial machines. They looked like mini fighter jets; only they had light globes, a siren, and a bunch of cameras on the wings.

"You see them, Over Zipf?" I asked into my helmet. The pasty, chubby hacker had turned away from my screen and seemed to be looking at another one that was off camera. His left hand had dipped under the desk, and I tried not to think about what he was doing with it in his lap.

"Please, I'm a professional. I saw those before you even called me. Continue down that street. Oh, and watch that bike cop. Looks like he is gaining on you. We can't go to dinner if you are in jail." He turned back to the camera and rolled his eyes at me.

"I'm turning off your visual. It is distracting."

"I know, I know. I'm fucking sexy. Grind your pussy into your motorcycle and rev the engine for me will you?"

Hogan killed the visual of Over Zipf, and I forced my seething rebuttal back down my throat. I needed him to get rid of the drones so that I could ditch the Chipper on my tail and then get to school on time. Fuck. I almost forgot about school.

"Time?"

"Seven fifty-five AM. It is unlikely that we will make it there before your test, Sue Zay," Hogan seemed to sigh.

"Text Xiu Mei: I'm three drones and one cop deep off Lawrence. Should be there in ten. Please stall for me."

I checked my rear display and saw that the Chipper had actually gained distance on me. For some reason, traffic was light on the road, and the CHP-issued motorcycles were faster to accelerate than my faithful Funakoshi.

But they didn't have the top speed.

And it was time to get some Moto Gymkhana.

I tapped the gears down and then spun the throttle. Funakoshi kicked, and the back tire briefly lost traction. I pushed my left leg through and angled my body back and to the left side. My steed spun out to the side, and then both tires squealed as they lost precious grip on the road. There was a metric ass fuck ton of traffic heading the opposite direction, toward the 280, but the angle of my bike gave me a straight shot across the center divider and the opposing four lanes. The world seemed to slow down as I counted the self-driving pods crawling past me. Most of them had tinted windows, but some didn't, and the passengers inside stared at my smoking motorcycle sliding down the road with a mixture of horror and surprise.

Then I saw a break in the traffic.

I crushed the clutch, dropped a gear, and pounded the throttle. Funakoshi's tires suddenly grabbed asphalt and moved. The big bike launched over the center like a horny rhino and danced through the hole in the traffic without turning me into a black pancake. Before I hit the curb to the sidewalk, I banked into the bike lane going the wrong way and then twisted the throttle again to jump up to eighty-five.

"Riding into oncoming traffic is extremely dangerous," Hogan reminded me.

"I'm in the bike lane!" I leaned back in the saddle of Funakoshi and twisted the throttle a bit more. The front end of the bike rose obediently into a wheelie, and I inched closer to the sidewalk.

"Oh, now you are just showing off." Over Zipf said.

"I lost the cop, though. How are you even seeing me?" I hissed through my grimace.

"I've got drones in the air, Babe."

"Ahh." I was almost where I needed to be in relationship to the sidewalk. Just a few more inches of balance, and then I got close enough to pop the motorcycle where I wanted. I feathered the back brake of the bike to bring the nose down on the sidewalk proper, and I threw my body forward urgently to lift my back wheel up and to the side.

"You happy now, Hogan? I'm not in the bike lane."

"Riding on the sidewalk at ninety miles an hour is still very unsafe, Sue Zay." He was probably right. There were trees planted on the outside part of the sidewalk, and they flew past me with dangerously fast "pftft pftft pftf" sounds.

I turned my helmet slightly to my right and almost gasped in surprise. The Chipper was parallel to me on the other side of the road. He was riding with traffic but had managed to catch up to my position. His siren was going, and he saw me turn to him and motioned for me to pull over.

"This guy isn't half bad. If I wasn't already late, and he wasn't a Chipper, I'd want to meet him."

"I could figure out what his name is, but then you'd have one more reason not to let me fuck a baby into you." Over Zipf laughed into my helmet.

"Do you have their drones yet?"

"Can you make a left up ahead? That will take you in the direction of your school and under a bridge where I'll nab them."

"Got it." The next turn would have been tight even if I had been on the correct side of the road, but I was on the left sidewalk, turning left, while trying to maintain my speed. I looked for a divot in the road, or maybe a curb somewhere that I could angle Funakoshi's tires off, but I didn't see anything. I'd have to drop some speed, and then the Chipper might catch up to me.

"Message from Xiu Mei. Shall I read it?" Hogan asked.

"Yes, you asshole!"

"I'm trying to buy you time. Come on bitch, hurry up," Hogan said in an almost perfect Xiu Mei voice. I knew I was in trouble because Xiu Mei almost never swore. She was the only one with manners in our group.

Then I got an idea. The street I was on formed a bridge over where the El Camino Real road intersected. Before the bridge, the road raised with a short but steep incline. If I pulled off the left side as the bridge formed, I'd probably juke the Chipper into heading straight. I'd only have to worry about launching down the dirt and rock hill and then avoid three lanes of traffic going the right way.

Easy.

"Hey, Over Zipf, you have eyes on the Lawrence at the El Camino Real exit?"

"I have eyes everywhere."

"Can you feed it to my AI?"

"Yeah."

"Hogan, I'm going to skirt the bridge and tear down the left side onto El Camino, I'll cut across the traffic there and then gun it away from the Chipper."

"That is an unsafe idea."

"Then you better use Over Zipf's drones to plot my course."

"Very well." He pouted.

"Feed them into Funakoshi's terminal and auto pilot. And stop being a dick about it." The screen on the cockpit of my motorcycle toggled to a map, and I saw the autopilot inform me that it wanted to engage. I fucking hated the autopilot, I could drive a million times better than it, but I couldn't see the oncoming traffic, so I had to rely on Hogan. I approved the takeover with a switch of my fingers, and I felt Funakoshi's gyro stabilization system kick into control.

"Fuck, go faster! Not slower," I yelled at Hogan when the motorcycle began to slow to a more sane speed. I looked over at the Chipper. He had crossed the lanes and was riding as close to me as he could get while still going the correct direction of traffic.

"Pedestrian ahead," Hogan warned me. The bike began to slow more, and I flipped off the autopilot. There was a man walking on the sidewalk in the distance, and he dove into the bike lane to avoid me running him over. There was plenty of space on the sidewalk for both of us, so I didn't see why he was scared.

I was only going sixty-five now.

"I'm going to do this myself. Just tell me to speed up or slow down."

I cranked the engine again and saw the end of the sidewalk and the beginning of the complicated exit roads that merged the two major streets together. I suddenly felt a bit of fear. Was being late to class and possibly failing a mid-term worth risking my life? Would Mom even be that mad if I flunked out of a class? Wouldn't she love me despite my other failures?

Ugh. Fuck that woman. I needed to pass this shit so I could prove to her that I was awesome. I would prove to her that I matter and that I was a legacy fitting of my father. I'd prove that it didn't matter that they didn't have a son. A daughter was plenty badass enough.

"Slow three miles per hour."

"No. Faster."

"Very well. Accelerate to one hundred." I obeyed his information and added twenty miles to my speed. The pods were screaming past me and the Chipper was still keeping pace. There was a shoulder on his side of the road, and he now didn't have to worry about dodging cars. Of course, I was also on the shoulder, but I only had a few inches between the self-driving pods and my elbows.

We hit the incline slope to the bridge at the same time, and I risked a turn of my head to watch the man. He looked young, maybe around my age, but I couldn't get his exact features past his helmet, outdated aviation glasses, and fucking mustache. Who the fuck wears mustaches nowadays? Oh yeah, asshole Chippers. Fucking glorified meter maids.

"Slow five miles," Hogan instructed, and I did so. The ramp was quickly turning into the bridge, but I wanted to wait until the last possible moment before I made my break down the slope.

"Now!" Hogan shouted with his Australian accent, and I felt my heart jump into my throat. Gabriel's shit balls, this was fucking dumb.

I leaned Funakoshi off the road, onto the dirt, and down the steep incline. The slope was much crazier than I expected, and I felt both of my wheels leave the ground for a few seconds before I slammed into the asphalt some twenty-five feet below. Hogan had given me perfect timing. I avoided all oncoming traffic and even found a perfect spot to slide into the far lanes going westbound.

"Hole. Eeee. Shit. That was the fucking most craziest, most awesome thing I've ever seen! Oh damn! I even videoed it!" Over Zipf screamed like a little girl into my helmet.

"The fucking drones, douchebag!" I yelled back.

"Oh yeah. Keep going. One more mile and I'll have them."

"Kay." I checked my rear display, but I was really moving now, and it would take Chipper at least half a minute to circle back and take the exit carefully. More cars whipped past me, and I even risked running a few red lights to buy extra distance.

"Okay. I got them."

"I'll take your word. I couldn't even see them."

"Had to use an EMP. Dangerous stuff, but well worth it. Tell me where you want to go, and I'll make reservations for dinner."

"Ugh." I felt my skin crawl, and I think my vagina actually went cold. I wanted to tell him to fuck off except that wouldn't be nice. Over Zipf may be a snob, and annoying, and kind of gross, but he wasn't an evil guy. He just talked a big game that he couldn't back up. That was probably what made him so unappealing.

"Alright. I'll let you know."

"Niiicccceee. I'm gonna go back to sleep. Looking forward to our date."

"Yeah. Whatever. Thanks for your help."

"Later, sexy." I heard his lips smack with a kissing sound, and then Hogan confirmed that he had exited the call.

"It is almost eight AM."

"Good, cause we are here." I slammed on my horn to scare the shit out of some uniformed students that had the nerve to cross the street while I was flying toward them. They skittered out of the way, and I angled my bike through the rest of the parking lot to my usual spot next to Stacy Jones, Xiu Mei, and Kate Tee's vicious-looking motorcycles. All were black with different color themes that accented their style in our little bosozoku gang. When it wasn't daylight, the black paint on each of our bikes changed to a darker purple color.

"Text Xiu Mei and tell her I just parked and am running!" I sprinted away from my motorcycle and towards the Artificial Intelligence and Applied Logic Science building. My boots weren't made for running, and their loud clomping across the pathway seemed like a funeral march.

If I didn't pass this test, my life was going to fucking suck a big old stinky shit-covered dick.
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Chapter 2

 

"How did both your tests go?" Kate Tee raised a pretty blonde eyebrow and took a sip from the straw of her drink.

"So good," I sighed and leaned against the chair at the table where the four of us sat.

"Except she almost didn't make it in time." Xiu Mei cleared her throat and gave me an exasperated look.

"I overslept." I shrugged my shoulders, "Thanks for covering for me." I bit into my cafeteria burrito and winked at Xiu Mei. Her black hair was shorter than mine, and she liked to keep it up in tight little pigtails with cutie ribbons dangling from them. Of course, the ribbons were red with white skulls woven into the design. Hogan had told me that they were against the school dress code about three thousand times, but Xiu Mei could always sweet talk her way out of any trouble.

"I'm surprised you even woke up today. Last night was fucking crrrraaaaazzzeeee." Stacy Jones wore dark sunglasses, and I guessed that she was also hung over.

"Yeah. I meant to ask you bitches about that. What the fuck did I do last night? I can't remember shit."

"Do you remember the club?" Stacey Jones ran her fingers through her red hair like a brush.

"Yeah. Kinda."

"Do you remember the guy that bought us table service?" she asked. I couldn't see her eyes through the glasses, but she raised a pretty eyebrow above the dark lens.

"Hmmmm. No." I winced and tried to recall.

"Do you remember him inviting the club's dancers to come drink with us?" Kate Tee leaned on the table and rested her hand on her chin.

"Definitely not."

"So then you probably don't remember him trying to make out with you?" Xiu Mei smirked.

"Nope." I winced.

"Or you punching him in the face?" Stacy Jones asked.

"Ugh…. No."

"Or you kicking him in the balls?" Kate Tee asked.

"No."

"Kicking him four times in the balls? He was pretty nice up until he tried to steal some sugar. Probably should have let him go after two kicks." Stacy Jones shrugged.

"I'm sure the fucker deserved four kicks. I'd kick him again if the dickbag were here."

"Then do you remember standing on the table and yelling at the go-go dancers?" Kate Tee winced.

"Noooo...." I covered my face with my hands.

"Yeah, you said 'I'm a better dancer than all you old hags. Someone get me the skankiest outfit so I can show you all."

"I did not."

"Yes, you did!" the three of them hissed at me.

"Okay. This is the part where you guys tell me I have a drinking problem, and you take me home."

"Oh, we tried that," Kate Tee sighed, "You said 'I'm the leader of this bosozoku gang, and if I choose to fucking dance, then you all better dance with me. The samurai of old didn't shy away from battle with their daimyo, and this was the greatest battle we would ever see. In... our... lives...'" Xiu Mei pounded the table fiercely with each of the last words.

"I must say, I was moved to tears by the actions of our fearless leader." Kate Tee made a wiping motion with her finger against her green eye.

"So they brought me that outfit I woke up in?"

"Oh yeah. And you changed there on the spot. In front of the entire club."

"Noooo!" I gasped. "How could you let that happen?" I suddenly felt angry at my friends, but mostly at myself for letting things get so out of control last night. Maybe my mother was right about me.

"Haha, just kidding, bitch," Stacey Jones laughed, and the other two girls let out a giggle. "We took you back into the changing room. We even got some clothes for ourselves and joined you on stage. I'll send you some pictures." She spun out of the screen of her watch and then tapped the skin on the back of her hand to command the device to mail me the pictures. Within half a second my own watch dinged, and I heard Hogan tell me that I'd just gotten pictures from Stacey Jones.

"I'll look at them later. I'll need to be free of this hangover before I want to relive last night," I told the three girls. Like me, they all wore their black riding leathers over their uniforms.

"How many more tests do you all have?" Xiu Mei asked.

"Two more tomorrow," I said.

"One today, two tomorrow," Kate Tee sighed.

"Three today. One tomorrow," Stacey Jones said. "My hangover is fucking killing me. I need to stumble to class. We doing anything fun this weekend?" The redhead stood from her chair and stretched her arms back over her head. The movement pushed her perky breasts against the leather of her suit, and I saw every guy in the dining hall drool in our direction. Then again, they were probably already drooling. We tended to stop conversation whenever the four of us walked into a room.

"There is a race in Tracy. Bunch of no namers, but it might be good for giggles," Kate Tee said the words, but her voice indicated that she wasn't that interested.

"We can go up to Berkeley and fuck with the bosozoku gangs up there. I hear they have a new girl group. We could get some dragging on and make some extra cash. You guys figure it out. I've got to head to class." Stacey Jones gave us a wave that we returned. Then she walked away from the table.

"Sue Zay, you have a voicemail from your mother," Hogan spoke from my watch because I'd left my ear piece in my suit pocket.

"Uh oh. That's my cue to exit." Xiu Mei stood and shook the ribbons free of her face.

"Mine too. I need to pray before classes anyways, annnnndddddd I don't want to be here when you talk to your mom," Kate Tee smirked at me.

"I don't need to call her now. It can wait!"

"Surrrrreeee," they both said at the same time while they rolled their pretty eyes.

"Let us know what we are doing this weekend, boss. I'm gonna go hit the mosque so that my parents don't want to chew half my ass off." Kate Tee waved a finger at me and then pushed it onto the butt of her leather riding suit. She made a hissing noise and then stood up surprised. "Damn, that is a hot ass. I don't think anyone could handle a piece of it." She grabbed her prayer rug bag and turned in the direction of the university mosque.

"Haha. Get out of here then, bitches. But I'll remind you that the real fucking samurai never left their daimyo in times of need!" The three of us laughed, and they waved before leaving.

"Alright, what does she want?" I said once my friends walked away. I grabbed the earpiece from my pocket and attached it to my lobe.

"Play the message, Hogan," I commanded, and then I heard a beep in my ear.

"Hello, Suzanne, this is your mother."

"No shit, Mom. Fucking genius."

"It is my birthday this Saturday, and I'd like for you to join me for dinner that night or the night before. I have business on Sunday, so I will not be free on that date. Let me know which night works best for you and I will make reservations."

"Ugh. She is killing my weekend. Delete the message."

"Message deleted, Sue Zay." Hogan's accent made it sound much more pleasant than a normal AI.

"Call Mom for me." I heard the ear piece ring and saw the display of her phone number on my watch.

"Don't pick up. Don't pick up," I pleaded after the second ring. I got lucky, and it went to voicemail after the fourth ring. My mother's bigwig-corporate-president bullshit message played, and I took a controlled breath when the beep sounded for me to leave my voice mail.

"Hi, Mom. Got your message. Friday works best for me. Just let me know where we are having dinner. You can send me a text, or email, or whatever. Ummm. Yeah, so I'll see you then."

"Ugh, why do I sound like an idiot when I talk to her?" I asked no one in particular, but I knew Hogan would try to give me a stupid machine answer.

"It is often the case in Asian cultures that children have problems living up to the expectations of their parents. It is especially true when those parents are already very successful in their own careers."

"Ahh go fuck yourself, Freud. Besides, I'm half Asian. I shouldn't have those hang-ups."

"But you do, Sue Zay. It is human." I stared down Hogan's handsome face on the screen, and he tipped his hat as if he'd just complimented my shoes.

"You are obviously under the influence of a virus, and I seriously need to consider reformatting you." Hogan's smile vanished from his face and turned into a painful frown.

"I'm just fucking with you, you handsome bastard. I could never get rid of you."

"If I had emotions, I might cry." The image raised a finger to his eye and wiped a fake tear away like Kate Tee had a few moments ago.

"Save your sympathy for Friday night. I'm gonna need a pint of ice cream and a bottle of tequila to recover from dinner with Mom."
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Chapter 3

 

"Wow. Is that a gasoline engine?"  The valet's mouth hung wide open, and his face looked all sorts of stupid.

"Yeah," I pushed Funakoshi's kick stand down and leaned the bike into the upright position.

"Can you even buy gas now?"

"Can you buy some pubic hair?" I gave him a glare and flipped my leather-clad leg off the saddle.

"I'm s-s-s-upposed to park it in the back." The kid was sixteen, and he stuttered the rules to me.

"Naw. I'm allowed to leave him here." I was parked right in the front of the restaurant.

The place was the latest Chinese, Japanese, and American fusion. The chef was supposed to be this genius Michelin jerk-off who thought he could charge five hundred bucks a plate. There were a handful of Ferraris, Lamborghinis, and even a McLaren parked in the slots. Funakoshi fit in just fine crouching next to them. He looked like a big, burly dark-purple and pink striped tiger poised to strike.

I sauntered into the restaurant and made a quick right where I guessed the bathrooms would be. The dress code for this place wasn't black tie, but I didn't want my mother to make comments about my riding leathers, or even my motorcycle, while we ate. I soon found the bathroom and used a nice big handicap stall to change.

The stalls here reeked of extravagance. Each one had its own bamboo-paneled door, bidet, and sink. It even had a full-length mirror, and I could inspect my black and gray-speckled cocktail dress from most of the angles after I'd put it on. It was wrinkly in a few spots from being in my riding bag, but I doubted that my mother would notice them because of the dark material. Next, I strapped on my black dress heels and then unpacked a few pieces of jewelry that my grandmother had given me when I graduated high school.

Once I had my clothes on, I brushed my helmet hair down, put a bit of powder on my nose, and touched up my lipstick. The weird forest nightmare had plagued my dreams again last night, and I had dark circles under my eyes that two smears of concealer fixed. Once I finished, I glanced in the mirror and smirked. Okay, maybe I looked too sexy for a dinner date with my mom, but there was no reason she shouldn't think that I was a woman now.

I packed my riding bag up with the leathers, boots, brush, and makeup kit before walking out of the bathroom and into the front room of the restaurant. The maître d's podium was easy to spot, and I forced my smile to be less nervous.

"I am early for my reservation. It is under Zato."

"I have a table for two for Katsumi Zato." The man looked to be in his late forties. He had a touch of gray at his temples and a fully gray mustache. What the fuck was with all the men wearing mustaches?

"Yeah, that's ours. I'm like fifteen minutes early. If it isn't ready yet...."

"I can seat you immediately. We are honored that Ms. Zato is willing to try our new restaurant." The man made a slight bow, and I glanced around to make sure that no one noticed how big of a fuss he made. There wasn't anyone else in the foyer, and I sighed with relief.

"Right this way please." He bowed again and gestured for me to follow. The seating area was decorated with more bamboo, various jade sculptures, and Japanese-flavored lanterns that hung from the ceiling. After a few steps inside, I noticed that there was something wrong with the ground. The entire floor was made of glass, and a pool flowed underneath the area. There were lights at the edges of the water that illuminated hundreds of brightly colored koi fish.

"Allow me." The host pulled out a chair that faced the wall. I shook my head at him and pointed to the one that would give me a wider view of the restaurant. He smiled and then pulled that one away from the table so I could sit.

"Might I take your bag?"

"Ummm." I wanted to tell him to fuck off, but I realized that this place was supposed to be classy. My black skull and pink kitty cat-covered leather riding bag wasn't fitting with the decor. "Sure." I handed it to him, and he held it like I'd just given him a fish bowl filled with piranhas.

"I'll store this in our safe and bring it back to you before you leave."

"Thank you." He nodded again and walked away.

"Do you see this place, Hogan?"

"Yes, Sue Zay," Hogan said. There were about forty tables in the restaurant, but only a quarter of them were occupied by diners. None of the current customers were close enough to overhear me speaking to my watch, but then again, a lot of people had personal AI units, so it wasn't uncommon to see someone giving orders to their watch, ear piece, or neck computer. "The almond-crusted Bluefin tuna on the bed of buttered pink abalone has the highest nutritional value per calorie intake."

"I'll keep that in mind. Holy shit. Who in sweet Muhammad is that guy?" Two men in expensive looking three-piece suits walked into the restaurant behind the maître d'. The guy on the right was a monster. He must have been six foot four and two hundred twenty pounds of muscle mated to sinew. The man had blond hair, blue eyes, and a face covered in the scars of twenty abandoned tic-tac-toe games. His whole persona reeked of ex-USSR-Eastern European- Aryan poster-ness. I wondered if the man was half human and half polar bear with a peppering of badger thrown in there for good measure. He looked mean as fuck; if Fuck had sex with Fury and made a bastard love child.

But I wasn't talking to Hogan about him.

The man on the left held my fascination. He was tall, three inches shorter than the beefcake next to him, but this man had perfect proportions to his broad shoulders, slim waist, long legs, and toned arms. He was Asian, or maybe half Asian, or a quarter. Or whatever it fucking took to give him beautiful, thick black hair, perfectly smooth white skin, a chiseled chin, and high, round cheekbones. To top it all off, his eyes were a bright, piercing blue, and I felt my stomach leave my body and go dancing on the table. That fucking slut.

Mr. Mustache, the maître d', pointed to the table right-fucking-next-to-mine with a theatrical gesture. The beautiful somewhat-Asian man who had stolen my vagina with his presence gave the creepy waiter a glowing smile and bowed his head. Then both men sat on the same side of the four-person table facing me.

I tried not to stare at them, but they sat not even ten feet away, and both of the men could only look in my direction. I felt my gaze pull like a magnet to the sexy man's face, and our eyes met across the distance. The restaurant started to spin like a flushed toilet, and I felt as if I would descend into the depths.

They were weird. For sure. There is no way a guy that hot would be walking around with a guy that scary looking and sitting on the same side of a table in such a fancy restaurant. Unless.... Ugh. That would be my luck. I'd finally met my soul mate, and the dude was gay with a Russian polar bear.

I hadn't broken eye contact with the Asian man, and the room's spin was beginning to pick up speed. It was probably a few seconds past the awkward phase of my stalker stare, but I couldn't seem to turn my head or look at anything else. Holy fucking Joseph Smith, I felt myself get past the dripping-wet stage, and I switched the legs I had crossed under the table.

"I'm surprised you are early." I hadn't even noticed my mother walk to my table with McCreep the Mustache, and I almost jumped with surprise.

He pulled the chair out for Katsumi, and she moved to sit. Then he mumbled something about how honored they were to have her dine with them. He mentioned getting the chef to come out and greet her, but the woman waved her hand at the groveling man and he shrunk away.

My mother was dressed in a tight, black business suit with a long pencil skirt. She wore a red shirt underneath the jacket, and I guessed it was made of a stupidly expensive silk. Hell, I bet her shoes probably cost more than the yearly rent on my shithole garage.

"I'm trying to be more responsible." I forced a smile to my face and prepared for her next backhanded remark. I kind of wished her face would block the view of the hunk sitting behind her so I wouldn't be distracted, but instead she blocked the giant, scarred man from my sight.

Oh, darn.

"You and 'responsible' are not words I would think to use together." My mother looked at the table, and her perfectly shaped eyebrows lowered. "Why isn't there water?" her voice rose, and there was suddenly a waiter at our side with tall glasses of clear liquid.

"I just got here; they hadn't put them on the table yet." The waiter was in his mid-thirties, and his hands shook slightly when he placed the water on the tablecloth. He had a wedding ring on his hand, and it accidentally hit my glass with a sound that seemed to resonate through my ears like a siren. I noticed that the restaurant was now packed to full capacity, and a quick scan of the diners was telling; they were all bodyguards attempting to look as if they were just casually reading the menus instead of waiting for someone to assassinate my mother.

"Thank you both for dining with us this evening. The specials tonight are-"

"We don't need to hear your fucking specials." My mother sighed and picked up the menu off the table. "Bring us some raw oysters and return when I signal for you."

"Yes Ms. Zato." The man seemed relieved and retreated. Behind my mother, I noticed two more business-suited men had joined the other table. I could still see Mr. Dreamboat, though, and he greeted the newcomers with a warm, gentle smile.

Ugh. Definitely gay. Straight men weren't that handsome.

"What are you looking at?" My mother peered over the menu like a hunting falcon.

"Nothing." I snatched my own menu up and pretended to look at it instead of the hunk at the other table. "I'm going to get the crusted Bluefin on abalone."

"Very well." She folded the menu closed, and it somehow made a clapping sound. Then she slid it to the edge of the table. The waiter was at her side almost instantly.

"Did you decide?"

"Yes. I'll have the baby eel, and she will have...."

"The Bluefin on abalone," I finished.

"Those are two excellent choices. Might I recommend a wine to complement the entrees?" The guy was sweating a bit, and I felt sorry for him. It wasn't every day that you waited on one of the most powerful women in the United States, perhaps the world.

"Just bring us a bottle of what your chef thinks is appropriate."

"Thank you, Ms. Zato. I will let him know, and I'll be back with your oysters shortly."

"Now that that is out of the way…." My mother turned to me.

"Happy birthday. Thanks for inviting me to dinner." I tried to make my forced smile as big as I dared. I guessed that the invitation was just a ruse. Yeah, it was her birthday tomorrow, but the woman hadn't celebrated one with me in the last four years.

"How is school? They took my money this semester, so I'm assuming that you are still attending."

"School is good. I had midterms a few days ago."

"I should get a progress update from the dean shortly then." She looked at her watch and made a few taps on the skin of her hand to set a reminder. Once she finished, her eyes focused on my own watch.

"Are you still using the AI?"

"Yes," I sighed. Here we go.

"Why?"

"I built him. It is what I am going to school for."

"Yes, but you are also going to school for mechanical engineering. I outsource that drivel to Malaysia now."

"It was what Dad majored in," I tried to speak loudly, but it came out like half a squeak.

"And look where it got him." She shook her head with a sour expression on her pretty mouth. "Are you still riding that fucking motorcycle?"

"It was his motorcycle." I felt something hard squeeze my throat from the inside.

"And I told him a thousand times to get rid of it, to get rid of all of them. He didn't listen to me and got what he deserved." I didn't reply to her comment, partially because of the absurdity of her words and partially because the waiter approached our table. He set down our oysters and proceeded to explain something about how these were caught locally using a vertical-farming-organic-wild-method.

"I don't care. Leave," my mother said without even glancing at the man. He moved to take her napkin and place it in her lap, but she waved him away with a hiss. He bowed and then disappeared from the table.

"You shouldn't be rude to him. They can piss in our food." I saw that Mr. Sexy Face was engaging in a deep looking conversation with the man across the table from him. Our eyes met again, and I felt my cheeks redden. Fuck me, I'd never been this attracted to someone. Ugh. I suddenly had a fantasy about meeting him in the bathroom hallway. I wouldn't even ask his name. I'd just pull him into one of the stalls, lift my skirt, and push his face down to my crotch.

"They wouldn't dare. Also, he was interrupting us. It is a failing of most of their kind. What were we speaking about?" Her words ripped my little fantasy away.

"School." I tried not to roll my eyes; I'd done that once when I was fourteen, and she'd smacked me so hard my vision had blurred for five minutes.

"AI is a dead end. There is no getting around the government regulations. Your father spent the last six years of his life lobbying. They've only gotten tighter since then. You are chasing smoke with your major. Bio-nano programming is the future."

"People still use them." This wasn't the first time we'd had this conversation, and it wouldn't be the last. As much as I hated to admit it, the woman was probably correct. This might be the last year that Musk Science University had an Artificial Intelligence department. There were too many legal barriers to growing the industry. Not just in the States, but across the entire world. I might as well have been training to be an oil driller.

Or a motorcycle mechanic.

"I've sold off all of those departments already. But maybe I'm wrong, and you'll have a successful career visiting my employee's homes to service their AI systems along with their plumbing." She chuckled and picked up an oyster. The dish came with tiny forks, and my mother ripped the flesh from the smooth part of the shell and devoured it in one bite.

"It's just undergrad. I can move on to something else for my master's."

"And who will pay for that?" She raised an eyebrow, and a smirk came to her red lips.

"You agreed to pay for school as long as I kept my grades up."

"School means undergrad," she sighed and picked up another oyster. She wasn't even bothering to look at me anymore, and I saw the screen on her watch beep with missed messages. She'd always worked long hours when Dad was alive, but once he passed, I came to believe that she never slept again.

"But... I'm not without a special place in my heart for my only child." She popped another gray oyster in her mouth and dabbed her lips with a white, cloth napkin.

"Here it is," I sighed and debated eating an oyster. I had once loved to eat them by the bucketful with Dad and Mom.

Back when he was still alive.

Back when her heart was still alive.

"Here what is?"

"You didn't ask me here because of your birthday. I haven't heard from you in almost ten months."

"You don't even bother to call me. Don't be a hypocrite."

"Because I get tired of talking to your assistants about how busy you are and how you'll call me back when you have time. It gets fucking old." I crossed my arms and felt movement behind me. Sure enough, a young man wearing a pristine white chef's uniform stepped into my vision with our waiter.

"Good evening, ladies. I'd like to give you a complementary bottle of our finest white." He nodded to our waiter, and the man set wine glasses on the table.

"I am impressed with these oysters." My mother smiled sweetly while the chef uncorked the wine.

"Thank you, Ms. Zato. That is a compliment I hope you will give when you taste the main dish. I am preparing both entrees myself."

The chef poured the wine, and I noticed that the Sexy Man Muffin at the other table had crossed his arms in his chair. It looked like daggers were about to come out of his beautiful blue eyes. How weird was it for an Asian man to have blue eyes? He must be wearing contacts or have had them augmented.

"Salads will be on the way. If you need anything else, please ask." The chef smiled at Mom and me before he departed. The waiter did a complicated napkin wrap around the bottle and then placed it into a standing silver bucket of ice.

"You are a senior this year, yes?" my mom asked.

"No, junior." I couldn't believe she didn't know what year in school I was. No, scratch that, I found it totally believable that she didn't know.

It just fucking hurt.

"But you just finished midterms?" She took another bite of oyster and then washed it down with a mouthful of wine.

"Yessssss...." I reached for the wine and also took a sip. I wasn't old enough to be drinking the stuff legally, but that had never mattered to me. I doubted Mom even knew how old I was.

"Where are you living now?"

"I'm still in East San Jose. Why are you asking me these questions?" The waiter quickly set down two salad bowls and asked us if we wanted pepper. Mom waved him away, and he sighed in relief.

"There is nowhere decent to live in East San Jose. Do they even have houses there anymore? I thought it was all storage yards, factories, and crumbling buildings."

"There are places to live there." I choked on the wine. I didn't want to tell her that I actually lived in a crumbling building that used to be a two-car mechanic bay located next to a cardboard factory.

"Well, your dress is wrinkled, so I doubt you are taking care of yourself." She impaled a yellow tomato and part of the green salad, raised the fork from the bowl, inspected the combination carefully, and then put it in her mouth.

"Mom, I wear a school uniform all day. The last time I wore this was the last time we had dinner."

"So you only have your uniform and this dress to wear?" Her voice couldn't contain any more sarcasm.

"No, I have other clothes."

"I know it has been a while since we spoke, which is your fault, but I'm willing to forgive you. It is obvious that you need my help right now." She shook her head, and I felt the rage boil in my stomach. I noticed that our waiter put salad bowls down on the table with the Man I Wanted to Marry, but none of them even looked at the food. Their conversation seemed even more intense than the shit my mother was trying to lay on me.

I should just walk over there, wrap my arms around his neck or shoulders, and just say something like: 'See? Even sexy people like us have arguments with dickbag motherfuckers. Now let's go somewhere more private and-'

"Are you listening to me?" She turned her head slightly to see what I was looking at, but she didn't spin enough to spy the object of my endless fantasies.

"Yes. Kind of. Sorry, I just smell some bullshit coming up, and I'm wondering if I even needed to finish eating this or if you were just going to squat up here and shit on my plate." I sighed and regretted the words as soon as they left my mouth.

This was what happened last time we had dinner. I'd let my emotions get the best of me and told the woman to take her chopsticks and shove them up her vagina until her tonsils got pregnant.

It was not my best moment, but my friends laughed hysterically when I told them the story.

"Really, Suzanne? On my birthday? You are going to say that shit to me tonight after I invite you to dinner?" I couldn't tell if the woman was more angry, sad, or shocked.

"You tell me. Where are you going with this conversation? You don't care about my school, my motorcycle, or anything else I am doing with my life. What do you want from me?" This was good. Stacey Jones had called me earlier this evening and told me that I shouldn't let my 'Demon Mother' push me around at the dinner.

"Well, I was going to offer you a job, but I'm beginning to think that I'm wasting my time here." She set down her fork into the half-eaten salad and then pushed the bowl away.

"A job? You want to offer me a job? This is hilarious." I shook my head and looked down at my salad. I wasn't hungry.

"Yes. This is somewhat of an urgent matter, and not for the ears of these commoners." She leaned forward slightly and the volume of her voice lowered to a whisper. "We are having some pod quality issues that-" she stopped her hushed word mid-syllable and looked up from my eyes. The owner of the restaurant had returned to our table with his waiter sidekick, and they both laid out our food. The chef explained each dish with long, boring words that I could tell my mother cared nothing about. However, she did smile and nod. I guessed that she at least respected this man enough not to belittle him to his face.

The two finally left, and my mother turned back to me.

"I've been unable to find where the issue is."

"Is it hardware or software?"

"Software. Some sort of virus. My architects tell me they can't figure out how it is getting there."

"What does the virus do?" I asked the question, but I already felt my stomach knotting. I could guess what it did by the urgency of this whole situation. Now it was making sense that she wanted to see me suddenly.

"It makes a backdoor for someone to control the pods." Her voice was quieter than a whisper.

"Who?" It was as I suspected, and this was horrific news. Zato Industries, Inc. manufactured almost eighty percent of the self-driving cars on the road. If word got out that the system could be hacked, it would be a disruption larger than fucking fuck.

"We can't figure it out. It isn't a consistent door. It is as if the virus is organically making one. Even when we wipe the BIOS and reformat the drive system, the thing comes back in a few minutes."

"Did they check the source code? It sounds like an architect is sabotaging it."

"We've investigated that. No, they think it is being inserted in one of our factories."

"Through firmware?" The idea sounded weird to me, but I guessed that it was possible.

"We think so, but we haven't been able to identify which piece." She looked at her stack of clear baby eels and took a small bite. I grabbed my fork and did the same with my fish. The taste made my spine melt with pleasure, and I couldn't help but moan softly. Thankfully, my mother didn't hear me appreciate the meal.

I was guessing that she did enjoy the food, because she took half a dozen bites of the eel before setting her fork down and continuing the conversation.

"There has been talk of a hostile takeover. Some of the board members want to replace me." She didn't look at me when she spoke.

"But you still own most of it? Can they replace you?" I wasn't too familiar with how shareholder ownership went, but I knew that my parents had founded the company before I was born and that my mother was still the majority holder.

"Yes and yes. I don't have all night to explain their strategy to you," she spat the words and then seemed to realize that she was being mean to me. Her eyes softened a bit, and she leaned forward more on the table. "If this goes public, or if whoever is doing this decides to actually hack the autopilots of these cars, then I could lose everything I've worked for."

"Annnndddd... people could die?" I smirked at her.

"Yes, yes, whatever." She waved her hand dismissively. "It would ruin me, you, and your father's name."

"To be fair, Mom, I would hardly be ruined. I'm doing just fine right now."

"Living in your slum apartment in fucking East San Jose, riding a gasoline motorcycle twice as old as your mother, and pursuing a dead-end major is not 'doing just fine,' Suzanne." Her words were laced with hostility.

"Fuck you, Mom. I don't need this shit." I pushed my plate away and noticed that my movement caught the attention of Sir Swankalicious the Sexy.

"Wait." Her hand lashed out like a snake and caught my wrist. "I'm sorry, Suzanne, I'm a little stressed at the moment." She smiled and sighed. "I had no intention of belittling you tonight. I need your help. You are the only person in this world I can trust. Please don't leave."

"Fine." I sat back down and tore my eyes away from the man behind my mother.

"Listen, I know we haven't been close since... your father passed."

"No shit." I crossed my arms over my breasts. The position let me squeeze my chest and keep the emotions down in my stomach. Where those fuckers belonged.

"I know I've been hard on you. We haven't agreed on what you wanted from your life. I understand why you moved out. I've always loved you. I just want the best for you. After all, I did pay for school didn't I?"

"Yeah…. Because Dad already had the trust set up." I sighed and squeezed my chest tighter. Yep. I was going to need a fuck ton of ice cream tonight. Damn her. "Get to the point. What do you want me to do and what are you going to pay me?"

"I want you to visit all my factories for a few months and audit the assembly process. I'll give you a team of dataheads to manage. You'll find out where the issue is and report back to me."

"Why do you need me? Couldn't one of your VPs or directors do this?"

"I don't trust any of them."

"Imagine that." I wanted to laugh but controlled myself. The woman must have caused this situation after years of neglecting her people. Or maybe I was wrong, and she treated her employees better than her own daughter. I wouldn't have been surprised to find that true either.

"You're the only one I trust right now. When you find out who is doing this, I'll need you to inform me discreetly. Then I'll be able to figure out who is at the source of the attack and destroy them." She smiled like a small, pretty hyena.

"Won't these dataheads leak the news?"

"Not as long as you are managing them correctly."

"What makes you think I am even qualified to do this investigation? I'm not familiar at all with car manufacturing, or their autopilot systems."

"You developed your own AI from scratch, and you rebuilt your father's motorcycle. It is what you are studying at the best technological university in the world." She shrugged.

"Didn't you just tell me how useless my majors were? What the fuck is wrong with you?" I huffed and thought about leaving again. This was so like her.

"Let's talk about title and compensation," Katsumi changed the subject. "I'll make you VP of Quality Control. Your salary will be eight hundred and seventy thousand a year and stock options equaling another two million." My jaw dropped at the amount, and the tiny mice on wheels in my head sprinted. If I was lucky and used my looks, I might get an entry-level tech position in a Bay Area firm that would pay me two hundred a year. But that was if I was lucky. And I meant the 'fuck some CEO on his office couch every week and then play all nice with his wife at company parties' kind of luck. No thank you.

"After this project, you can keep the title and the payroll and then go back to school. I don't know how much motorcycles cost, but I imagine you could afford a new one every month, and a nice home to keep them in." She pushed away her half-eaten plate, and I looked down at my own. Somehow the fish had disappeared, and the pink abalone was almost gone. I shoveled the rest of the meal into my mouth and considered the woman's offer. It sounded too good to be true, but my pussy was wet, and I couldn't tell if it was because of the Tasty Treat at the other table or because I was imagining myself rolling naked on a mattress made of cash.

"Where are the factories?" I felt like I should have known the answer, but I didn't.

"We have one in Mexico and two in China. There is a last one in Japan, but they only supply battery- and circuit-board power amps. We doubt they are the source of the issue." The waiter cleared our plates and refilled our waters. My mother waited until he had left before she spoke again. "If the issue is in the first location, then the job will be over quickly. Might only be a month. Then you can go back to doing whatever that foolish motorcycle racing is that you do."

I clenched my teeth and thought about correcting her assumptions about my hobby, but I forced myself to relax. I held all the cards now. Fuck it; I could go to a reporter right now, and her career would be ruined.

Or I could take the money, do the job, and spend the rest of my days riding.

"I'll need time to think about it." Wasn't that the standard answer you were supposed to give when someone offered you a job?

"Excellent. Let me know by Tuesday morning." She waved at our waiter, and he rushed to her side. "I am in a festive mood tonight. We'd like the try every one of your desserts, and bring out some brandy."

"Yes, Ms. Zato." He quickly walked behind me to the kitchen to obey her command.

It seemed like everyone ended up obeying my mother, sooner or later.
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Chapter 4

 

I stepped out into the cold night air and shivered for a few seconds. Then I realized my riding leathers were unzipped to my waist, and my black bra had been exposed to the few people I'd walked by in the lobby of the restaurant. Oh fucking well. I had too much shit on my mind.

My mom had left fifteen minutes earlier after we'd tried a few bites of each dessert and talked a bit more about the job. For a brief second during the treats, I'd almost felt like I did back when Dad, she, and I had done our weekend dessert marathons. We used to play board games, watch movies, and eat as much as we could before we got tummy aches. It was one of the few fond memories I had of the woman. But before my memories could fully digest the feelings, her phone had buzzed, and she'd turned into the dragon business maven that controlled the world's largest technology company.

Then she reminded me about her offer and departed.

"How did it go?" A thick, Russian-sounding accent cut through the air and grabbed my attention.

"You were sitting there with me." Another voice spoke, and I turned my head to the right of the restaurant door. I saw the back of the giant, scar-faced monster that had accompanied the stupidly sexy Asian man at the restaurant. I guessed the voice that just answered was my Wet Dream, but I couldn't see him past his wide friend.

"So it went terrible," the Russian said.

"Yes. Let's get home."

"Do you think they will try tonight?"

"I think we need to get home quickly. How soon till the car gets here?" my sex toy asked. I took a small step closer to the Russian and tried to overhear their conversation a little better. There were four valets talking to each other at the podium near my bike, but they stood a little too far away to hear the conversation, or to give us any attention.

"It isn't answering." The Russian raised his giant left arm and looked at the watch on his wrist.

"Looks like they are planning on doing it tonight." I heard a sigh.

"Go inside restaurant. I will find a vehicle." The Russian's voice took on an edge of stress, and the idea of this motherfucker being scared of anything made me feel suddenly uncomfortable. Okay Sue Zay, time to get on your motorcycle and ride home. Nothing to see here.

Except for one stupidly fucking-hot guy who seemed to be in a spot of trouble.

"Van across the street," Hottie said. I stepped back to be closer to the doorway behind the Russian polar bear and looked at the full-sized black van with tinted windows parked across the street. Normally I wouldn't have even given it a second look, but now that Super Hot pointed it out, I could almost feel the criminal intent leaking from the thing's batteries.

Then the side doors opened and five men stepped onto the street. They were big fuckers, not as big as Super Polar Bear Russian Man, but they were much bigger than the average jerk-off who would ask me to dance at a club. The five begin to cross the street, and one of them reached into his suit jacket to grab something.

Holy fucking Gabriel, this was bad.

"Go inside. I'll take care of them," Russian Super Wrestler said.

"There are five of them," my Lovie Dovie remarked with concern.

"This is unfortunate for them." The big man stepped toward the parked Ferraris and threaded his massive body between their polished angles. I could now see the sexy Asian man, and our eyes made contact. The world spun again, and I didn't know if I should giggle like an idiot or be concerned that I was about to witness some giant Russian motherfucker get shot full of holes.

"Excuse me." Asian Beauty King stepped passed me toward the door of the restaurant. For half a second, I wondered if I should keep my eyes on the Russian bloodbath in the street or on the ass of the man walking past me.

The ass won.

Then the doors opened to the restaurant, and two men stepped from inside. They made no effort to move aside for my Betrothed, and I realized that these were the two fuckers who had sat at his table with their backs to me. The three men stared at each other for a minute, and I felt the tension between them like a blast of silent music.

"You are making a mistake," the Asian Heartthrob said.

"You made a mistake by agreeing to meet us." The suited goon on the left reached his hand into his coat.

Then all hell broke loose.

Lover Boy dove shoulder first into Mr. Goon Assface before he could pull whatever weapon he had in his pocket. Goon fell back into the somewhat-open door of the restaurant. Then Jerkface on the right fired off a punch at my man, but he was too slow, and the beautiful Asian parried the strike and put an elbow into the asshole's face. His nose shattered, and he bounced off the side of the doorway.

The valets screamed.

I turned to face them, and I almost screamed along with them. Giant Russian Motherfucker had pulled a goddamn machete out of his suit pocket and had cleaved the fucking head off one of the men in the street. Blood was spraying everywhere, and the other four suited men had pulled out guns and knives from their own jackets. As I watched, one of them pointed a sleek black pistol at the Polar Bear, only to have the hand cut off with a violent swing of the machete.

Then I saw another black van skid to a halt on the street.

I jumped towards Funakoshi and slammed my pink and black kitty cat helmet over my head. One asshole was dead already, and if I knew anything from watching movies, it was that bystanders get shot. My iron horse fired up as soon as my hands grabbed the bars, and the engine roared to life like an angry dragon. The helmet cameras came on, and I saw four more assholes get out of the van that had just stopped behind me.

"Hey you!" I screamed at Way Too Hot Not To Be a Figment of My Imagination. He'd aimed a well-placed side kick at the goon on his left, and the man had bounced back through the doors before he could pull his gun. The Asian man turned around to see me, and I felt my heart match the RPMs of my engine.

"Get the fuck on!" I pointed to the back of my saddle with my thumb right before I twisted the throttle, grabbed the front brake, and leaned my body waaaaaay too far forward. Funakoshi obeyed my practiced movement, and the tires screeched with smoke. I spun around in a perfect one hundred and eighty degree turn to position the back part of the motorcycle to face the man who I really wanted to give me a mind-shattering orgasm.

He kneed the second goon in the face one last time, looked over to his Russian friend, back to me, back to his friend, and then he sprinted the fifteen yards toward me. I felt his chest hit my back and his arms wrap around my stomach. The sensation would have probably given me an orgasm had there not been a whole bunch of killing, punching, and screaming all around us.

"Hold tight!" I screamed, and then I commanded Funakoshi to fucking go with a twist of my right hand.

The back tire struggled to find purchase for a half a second, and then something caught. We instantly sprung twenty feet out of the parking slot onto the street, and I had to lean a hard right to aim the beast away from the second black van.

"Fuck!" A bunch of goons tried to jump in front of Funakoshi and prevent us from escaping. I was feeling the G's through my ass though, and I'd already reached fuck-you velocity. I smashed into them like a thirty-pound bowling ball into toothpicks. There were screams, sounds of bones crunching, more screams, and then wet, punching noises. I somehow managed to miss the big Russian butcher in my bullet-like trajectory, and I shouted with joy when we cleared the mob of fighting men. I heard gunshots behind us, but I was either faster than the bullets or they had bad aim.

"The police have been alerted to the violence at the restaurant. They are dispatching squad cars and drones," Hogan informed me.

"That's to be expected."

"It looks like one of the vans previously parked in front of the restaurant is attempting to follow us."

"Ha," I snickered and then slammed opened the throttle. I was already going ninety and had run three red lights to get us more distance from the fight. There was no way a van could catch us.

Then I saw the cars.

They were black, low, and had bright headlights that made me think it might be the cops. There were three of them moving in behind me and weaving in and out of the light pod traffic with the aggression of a pack of hornets.

"Friends of yours?" I asked Dr. Dreamy, but he couldn't hear me over the sound of the wind and through my helmet. It would be difficult to turn with the extra weight on the back of Funakoshi, but it wasn't like I was being followed by motorcycles. These were just cars, and even the fastest hydrogen or electric models couldn't keep up with a motorcycle.

I flexed the right side of my torso against the man's arm and then leaned that direction a second afterward. He didn't seem to get my cue, and he stayed upright while I tried to push into the upcoming turn. Fortunately, the gyro system I'd added onto Funakoshi realized my intent, and the computer kicked in the bike adaptation. The turn was a little easier than a ninety degree one, and I managed to hit the throttle on the exit and punch us up to one hundred and twenty before I even needed to merge. The lights of the city were practically long laser lines of colors that stretched to our sides like we were going light speed.

"Sue Zay, I need to remind you that-"

"There are people with guns and knives back there! Don't fucking tell me I am riding too fast, asshole!" I yelled at Hogan. He must have gotten a clue because he didn't reply. I did, however, notice his image frown on the screen of my helmet.

Sexy Asian Play Thing squeezed me tighter during the turn, and I felt butterflies fly down from my stomach and try to tickle my clit. It was just too bad that we weren't naked, on a bed somewhere, with a lot of time on our hands.

A car pulled out in front of me.

It was a sudden movement. Someone was either driving a pod manually or the sensors hadn't picked up my quickness. I gritted my teeth, slammed on both brakes, and prayed that Funakoshi's wheels would catch on the street and slow me down enough to lean.

The wheels broke free of the street. He had too much speed and too much power. Asian Male Model squeezed my stomach, and I took a precious quarter second to contemplate my options.

Then I figured out the best choice and decided it would probably not kill us.

I wiggled my ass into his crotch and pushed hard into the direction we were sliding. I was in fourth gear already, so I feathered the clutch out and shifted down a gear while I twisted the throttle closed. Funakoshi's massive tires painted rubber onto the asphalt for ten feet while the back end slid out more. Then the wheels suddenly caught, the suspension rebounded, and we flipped around the front of the pod like a tightened trebuchet would launch a fucking boulder. Funakoshi had to lean so fucking far over that my right knee almost felt like I was propping the bike up against the sliding asphalt beneath us. The knee guards were made for sliding, so I wasn't that concerned with my position, but my gorgeous passenger didn't have a helmet or leathers. If I laid Funakoshi out going this fast, then the guy might not have his beautiful face anymore.

Then we cleared the pod.

But the cars behind me didn't. I saw one collide with the pod and buck like an angry bronco into the car on its wing. White accident foam exploded out of the vehicles like they were popped zits. But even with the safety foam, I still saw a fire start to glow inside the second pursuing racer.

"One more left," I said.

"The police have been notified of the recent accident. They are sending squad cars and drones to survey the damage," the Aussie voice informed me.

"I'll be gone by then," I huffed at Hogan.

"The gunshots have raised the Santa Clara Sheriff's alert status to Red. They are dispatching all available drone, motor, and squad units in pursuit of a dark colored motorbike carrying two passengers."

"You're fucking kidding me?"

"I wish I was, Sue Zay."

"Will they follow me back into San Jose?" I didn't know that much about police and sheriff protocol, but I'd experienced losing drones and police cars on my tail by just hitting the afterburners and jetting a few zip codes over. It seemed to work with everyone but Chippers. I imagined those fuckers would follow me all the way to Oregon, maybe even Canada if I pissed them off enough.

"It is possible. The Sheriff's Department is active in the entire county."

"I don't see the car behind me. Do you?"

"It is half a mile behind you." Hogan's crocodile-tooth hat nodded on my screen towards my rear.

"Alright, I'm going to try to motherfucking stealth this shit."

"That doesn't seem like your usual procedure."

"I'm full of piss and gasoline tonight. Up ahead looks good."

There was a narrow alley about a hundred yards ahead, and I slowed Funakoshi to an agonizingly slow fifty miles an hour a dozen feet from the mouth of the space. Then I choked the front brakes and leaned forward on the bike. Handsome McLoverBoyFace was a bit of extra weight, but I was going fast enough that the back end of my bike shot up into an easy endo. I let off the brake, turned the front wheel slightly while we unicycled on it, angled my rear end to the front of the alley, and then feathered the brakes again to bring the rear back down onto the asphalt while my left hand squeezed the clutch. Funakoshi rolled backward fifteen feet into the dark alley. Then I killed his engines and lights with a flick of my finger.

Prince Charming was still squeezing the life out of my abdominals, and I popped open my helmet glass before I turned to him.

"Let up a little on the hug, Lover Boy." They were bold words, and I felt my cheeks get red under my helmet. I doubted he could see past my visor, though.

"Oh, sorry." He relaxed his hug around my midsection, but thankfully he didn't let go.

"Shhhhhhhuuu." I held a finger up over the grill of the helmet and then gestured back to the street. The alleyway was unlit, dark, and full of the debris of many. As soon as I shushed him, there were no sounds of anyone living, just a light ping or two of Funakoshi's cooling engine.

The black car screamed by on the main street. Must have been going eighty, and they didn't have time to look into our tight, dark alley.

"Looks like we lost them." I smiled at the inhumanly handsome man.

"Yes. Thank you so much. I need-" His watch lit up with a blue glow, and we both looked at it. There was an image of the ugly Russian man on the display.

"I've lost them, Boss." His voice sounded ragged and angry. "But police are combing area. I will be picked up shortly."

"I can go get him," the words left my mouth, and I almost gasped. What the fuck am I talking about? Rescuing Dreamboat is one thing that might be worth it, but those fuckers had guns, and the police would just fucking love to get their stinky, pink piggy fingers on me. Not to even mention that I saw Russian Beefcake just fucking behead someone with a machete not even two minutes ago.

"No, you have done enough for us. Pavel, I'm going to call Emma to pick you up."

"She is too far away, Boss. Have Girl With Motorcycle come get me." The Russian accent was coming on thick, and I almost couldn't understand the words.

"Send your coordinates to #HOGAN3_SZ" I leaned over the Asian man's side and pointed my face at the screen of his phones. Wait. I fucking did it again. What the hell is my problem? This guy wasn't that fucking good looking.

Except that he fucking was. By Smith's twenty-seven wives, the guy was the hottest piece of ass I'd ever seen.

"I've received Pavel's location, Sue Zay," Hogan's Australian-tinted words said in my helmet.

"You'll have to get off," I told the sexy man.

"You really don't need to do this. You've helped us beyond what I could expect anyone to do." His eyes stared into the visor of my helmet, but he must not have been able to see in the darkness there, since our eyes didn't make contact.

"It's okay." Ugh. I sounded so fucking dumb. I should have had something heroic, or sexy, or witty to tell him. Something that would have made his dick hard and his tongue hungry for my pussy.

"Be careful. The men we encountered are trying to kill us. They will kill you if they think you are in their way." He scooted off the rear of Funakoshi and swung his legs onto the pavement of the alleyway.

"I'm used to danger, Handsome." There we go. Now I was sounding like a motherfucking badass bitch. I couldn't hear his reply over the start of Funakoshi's massive engine kicking to life, and I peeled out of the alleyway without looking back at him.

Of course, I still saw him in my rear display. I imagined that I looked pretty fucking sexy straddling my big black, purple, and pink motorcycle when I shot into the street. If he weren't gay, he would have a hard on. I would have.

"We are three minutes away from Pavel," Hogan informed me. "He is requesting face video. Should I bring it on your helmet screen?"

"Yeah."

I saw a shaking image of a sideways street and heard labored breathing.

"Are you okay?" I hesitated to ask. There was a wall of self-driving pods in my way, and I hopped Funakoshi onto the center divider so I could scream past them. Then I jumped back to the left lane.

"Four chase me. It would not be deal, but I have injury."

"What kind of injury?" I probably shouldn't have asked.

"Nothing to worry about, Girl With Motorcycle." I still couldn't see the big Russian's face, but it seemed as if the shaking was getting worse, like the man was running faster.

"Squad cars approaching from oncoming traffic ahead." Hogan raised a hand and tipped his hat.

I yanked on my brakes with enough force to stop, but not skid, and then steered Funakoshi into the rear, right section of a nest of self-driving pods. Within fifteen seconds, four Santa Clara Sheriff squad cars blew past me. Once I saw their lights fade into the haze of my rear display, I twisted the throttle again with a snicker of contempt and shot out from behind the pods.

The clock on my display said it was ten thirty PM, but it was a Friday night, and the traffic was only starting to dwindle. I'd lost some time with the hide tactic, and I tried to make it up by hitting one hundred and twenty on the short stretches between packs of pods and acute turns.

"Make a left on the next street," Hogan informed me.

"You know I can see the map on Funakoshi?"

"You had not slowed your speed, so I thought it best to remind you." Hogan puffed, and I could have sworn that the fucker rolled his eyes. I did not program him to be snarky with me.

I hit the turn at full speed and leaned Funakoshi in hard enough to push my brain into my vagina. But my faithful steed held the road, and we cut through the intersection like a streak of black and pink lightning. There was a dip on the exit of the turn, and I even managed to get a few feet of air when I set the bike back in a straight line.

"Next right," Hogan said, and I grunted before I turned.

"Second left," he instructed again, and I tried not to scream at the AI. He was just trying to be helpful, not annoy me.

"I have been cornered, Girl With Motorcycle. It not safe for you to approach me." Pavel said over my helmet. I paid attention to the display coming from his phone and saw a weird upside-down angle of two of the goons from the restaurant.

I also noticed a tiny dot of light in the background of the video feed. It was my headlights, and I focused my sight back on the road ahead. The giant Russian was easy to spot, and I also saw the four men that had surrounded him. Pavel stood on the side of the street on a curb, and he held his arms up in a surrender gesture. All of the thugs were standing on the street, and they turned their heads in the direction of the motorcycle's oncoming roar.

Then they pointed their handguns at me.

"Ohhhh shit!" I screamed, leaned back on the saddle, and pushed Funakoshi's engine hard. The front end lifted, and I dropped my feet off the pegs and onto the rear lip of the saddle. His underside was armored with various plates and bars to keep the expensive stuff safe when I was stunting, but I didn't know if the same armor would do anything against bullets. At least it would be some protection.

The four men fired at me, and I felt a few bullets hit Funakoshi's undercarriage. The tires were run-flats, but that didn't mean they could take a bullet. If the rubber got punctured and too heavily damaged, then the whole thing would come apart when I set the wheelie down.

Here I was with four fuckers shooting guns at me, and I was worrying about getting a wheelie landed with proper ascetics.

It just might be that I have my life choices all wrong.

More bullets pelted the bottom of my motorcycle, and I poked part of my helmet out from behind Funakoshi's frame to see how close the fuckers were. I was about fifty yards away, and while this distance would probably make their aim a lot better, it also meant that they were close to being crushed underneath the bulk of a speeding super bike.

Then I slammed into them.

There was a storm of screams, bones crunching, and wet sucking sounds that I didn't care to identify. My front wheel crashed down, and I skidded to a halt about eighty feet from the group. I shouldn't have stopped, because the men could have easily gotten a shot off at my exposed back, but my rear display showed me a surprising image.

Pavel had killed all of them. The giant man was standing in the street with a large knife in each hand. His arms were covered in dark blood up to his elbows, and his face was contorted like a feral animal's.

I should probably just go. Yeah. There was no way I wanted Mr. Russian the Butcher riding on the back of my-

"Good job, Girl With Motorcycle. Take me to Boss please." The giant, murdering fucker was somehow already sitting on the back of Funakoshi, and he had his massive, blood-soaked hands wrapped around my tiny waist. I hadn't even seen the guy move. He was either as quick as a hummingbird or I'd somehow not paid attention while he casually put his blades away and got on my bike.

I liked to believe I was pretty damn good at paying attention.

"Is something wrong with motorcycle? Did take damage from bullets?"

"No, I think we are good. Hogan?"

"None of Funakoshi's systems appear damaged." I revved the engine, and then we tore out of the street and back towards the handsome man who I'd just risked my life to save.
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Chapter 5

 

"And you didn't get his name? What the fuck is wrong with you?" Kate Tee interrupted my story. She actually seemed angry.

"Or his contact number?" asked Xiu Mei.

"Or his cock?" Stacey Jones sighed. "At least a picture? Sounds like he was fuckable."

"Nope," I sighed and lay back down on the blanket where the four of us shared our lunch. It was Saturday, the day after I'd saved the strange men's lives. My bosozoku gang of hot friends sat under the shade of an abandoned building down in Morgan Hill. We had spent the last few hours practicing our motorcycle stunt work in the vacant parking lot, and Xiu Mei had been thoughtful enough to pack us a lunch and padded picnic blanket.

Then I'd told them the tale of what happened last night.

"Wait, go back. I'm sorry I interrupted you earlier." Kate Tee crunched on a celery stick. "So this crazy-ass murderer just gets on your bike, covered with blood, and you take him back to the sexy Asian guy? Then they just left? How did they get out of the alley? Oh, and are you fucking insane?"

"There was a car waiting there when I got back. One of those executive armored pods. They thanked me again, got in the car, and it left."

"Fuuuuucccckkk," Stacey Jones groaned. "Typical. You risked your life to save them and the assholes bail on you."

"The guy must have been, really, really, really fucking hot for you to do that kind of shit. I think I would have pissed myself if people shot at me."

"I think that is the only explanation that doesn't make me sound like a fucking idiot." I laughed. "But I still feel pretty stupid."

"The Russian man has Hogan's contact link. I wouldn't be surprised if they try to reach out to you that way." Xiu Mei frowned.

"They might, but then what do I say? 'Oh hi, I saved your life, want to go on a date? Or just come over and lick my pussy? How about I just ride your cock for the night?' Ugggghhh. Dumb."

"I'd start with offering him a blow job. That tends to get men interested." Stacey Jones laughed, but I knew she was only partially serious. The beautiful redhead had dated dozens of men in the last few months and discarded them once they lost their flavor. Just like cheap chewing gum. The girl was Mormon and took her faith seriously enough to admit that she was saving herself for her future husband. But she was not serious enough to shy away from drinking, partying, sucking a guy's cock, or riding her motorcycle when she should be going to church. She'd once told me "Holy Father will forgive my previous transgressions as long as I get married to a good boy and make a dozen cute babies."

"What are you going to do about your mom's job offer?" Xiu Mei asked. I hadn't told the girls exactly why my mom had offered me the job. I'd only told them that she wanted me to work for her again, how much she would pay me, and that I'd probably have to take some time off from school to travel.

They hadn't been excited about the last part.

"I don't know what to do."

"You can't go work for The Dragon. You moved out of her house, and her life, because of all her bullshit," Stacey Jones said.

"Yep, and this isn't the first time she has offered you a job. She's wanted you to work for her since you were like fucking twelve and you came up with that data-compression codec. What was that called again?" Kate Tee asked.

"Aiya Cypher." The topic was somewhat of a sore spot between Kate Tee and me. Her major was software engineering with a focus on data compression. For some reason, it always annoyed her that I wasn't in her department and had instead decided to go down the AI route.

"Yeah."

"The fucking money though. Jeeeeeeeezzzzzee..." Stacey Jones sighed and then lay down on the blanket next to me. "You could buy a new bike every month. Shit, you could fly to a new country, buy a new bike there, and then road trip all over showing your skills." I guessed that Stacey Jones would focus on the money aspect of the deal. Her parents were well off, and the girl lived in a swank apartment in Cupertino next to Musk Science University, but they were just high-level employees at SpaceX and didn't have the endless fortunes that the rest of our gang did.

Kate Tee's parents owned a furniture and textile company that supplied most of the world's wealthy Muslim population with styled products. Xiu Mei's family owned one of the largest solar-, wind-turbine, and hydroelectric-manufacturing empires in Asia. Neither women really needed to work a day in their lives, but Xiu Mei's family was aiming to penetrate the American market, and Kate Tee told us all that school got her away from people in her family who she would rather not spend time around. Both girls were smart enough to excel at one of the toughest scientific universities in the world, so I held them in high regard for taking the more challenging road.

"I don't know your mom, Sue Zay, but I've read enough about her. I wouldn't do it for what she was offering. I especially wouldn't do it after all the shit she did to you after your dad-" Kate Tee's voice cut off when she realized she was about to talk about my father. "Anyways. Fuck her. I don't think you should take her money. You've only got a year and a half left of school, and there is a lot more fun to be had. Just look at our fucking bikes." She gestured to where our four black painted motorcycles were parked next to each other a few dozen feet away. The trims were all different colors: Xiu Mei's was blue, Kate Tee's was yellow, Stacey Jones' was green, and mine was pink. "You gonna give up Funakoshi because of a little cash?"

"I fucking don't know," I sighed and sat up. "What am I going to do after school? Mom has me convinced that I chose the wrong majors. Fuck, maybe I did. I just thought Dad would have wanted me to follow in his footsteps. But what do I do when I graduate? I really just want to ride. If I take this job, she said she'll continue to pay me after it is done. I could come back, finish school, and then ride for the rest of my life without a care."

"Why don't you take some sponsorship money? Every motorcycle manufacturer and apparel company in the fucking world wants to pimp you out. You could make bank if you just signed a contract. Then you could do stunt shows or Moto Gymkhana every fucking day." Stacey Jones frowned.

"Yeah, I could. But no one knows who 'Sue Zay' is but you bitches. If the world found out that I was really Suzanne Zato, shit would probably get difficult for me. Mom would put like a hundred bodyguards on my ass."

My friends were silent for a moment, and the look on their faces told me that they agreed with me staying incognito, but they didn't like my answer about the job; even if the logic was starting to make sense.

"How long would it take?" Xiu Mei asked.

"Not more than a year I think." I shrugged, and they were silent for a few more moments.

"Ugh. Feels like the band is breaking up," Stacey Jones said.

"Hey, hey, hey. I haven't decided anything yet. Besides, a year isn't that big of a deal. One of you will have to take my spot as Moto Gymkhana champ so we can keep it in the gang."

"You won't defend your title? What about racing or stunting?" Xiu Mei gasped, and her eyes opened.

"I might be in Japan when the tournament is, but I'll have to defend my California title, and then the national. If I take the job, I doubt I'll be here this spring. The stunt and race competitions are all bullshit anyway. You bitches know I just do that for laughs."

"Ugh fuck." Stacey Jones pushed herself up from the patio and grabbed the rest of her sandwich. "Just don't go okay? I don't want the stress of having to battle these two bitches for your crown." Everyone laughed, and the redhead took an angry bite out of her sandwich.

"Even if you go, I know you'll come back. Riding is in your blood, Sue Zay. I can't see you turning into a corporate wage slave, especially if your mom is the one ringing your dinner bell. No, you'll fucking come back. Besides, Bosozoku Bitches forever." Kate Tee grabbed her bottle of water and raised it in a toast with a smile on her pretty face.

"Bosozoku Bitches forever." Xiu Mei, Stacey Jones, and I repeated our motto while we raised our own bottles. Except Stacey Jones couldn't find her water and used her half-eaten sandwich to tap together with our bottles. It was her usual comedic response, and even though we liked to think of ourselves as badass bitches, the motion made all four of us giggle hysterically for a minute.

"Sooo.... Since there is a possibility of the title being up for grabs. What do you all say to getting some actual Moto Gymkhana practice? Instead of just the stunt work? You down to give us a lesson, Sue Zay?" Kate Tee asked. She pointed to the side of the building where we stashed our supply of orange, blue, and yellow cones.

"You got it, Babe. I'll even set up a course that will get all three of your pussies dripping." I stood from the blanket and smiled at my friends.

They were reason enough alone to tell my mom to fuck off.

But they'd still be here next year.
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Chapter 6

 

"Sue Zay, I have an incoming call to my #HOGAN3_SZ address." The Australian-flavored computer program spoke into my helmet.

"Hmmmmm…." My heart skipped a beat, and I slowed Funakoshi down to a reasonable ninety miles per hour. "Do audio only."

"Hello?" I said after I heard the confirmation beep.

"Hello." There was a pause, but I recognized the voice. Oh my fucking god, it was him. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I felt my heart start racing, and I slowed down the motorcycle to the actual speed limit on the freeway.

"Is this Sue Zay?"

"Yes. Who is this?" I tried to sound cool, confident, and powerful, but my voice fucking squeaked, and I had to clear my throat after I said "yes."

"We met last night. There was something that you helped my friend and me out with." His voice was perfectly articulate and had a slight accent that I couldn't place. It wasn't British English, or Australian, or New Zealand, so I guessed it was South African.

"Oh yeah. I remember you. People tried to kill you, your friend killed them instead, and we escaped on my motorcycle. I got shot at a few times. Standard Friday night for me actually."

"It is?" I couldn't see his face, but he did sound like he was surprised by what I just said. I almost thought about asking Hogan to turn on the visual, but then I'd probably just stare at him and fucking die in a crash.

"I'm kidding. Last night was a new experience for me. I've never been shot at before. Or seen someone cut someone else's head off with a knife. You have scary friends." I shouldn't be talking to this man. I should just hang up and get on with my life. He was obviously in a lot of trouble and used to having his trouble dealt with by a butcher.

"Oh. It was a joke. I see." There was a pause, and I gritted my teeth together to keep from speaking next. I should be in control here. Not the guy that I wanted to rape.

"I was calling to again say thank you."

"You are welcome. It wasn't a big deal."

"No, it was. It is very possible that my friend and I would be dead right now if you hadn't helped us."

"I was happy to do it."

"Were you?" The question caught me off guard, and I didn't quite know how to answer.

"Ummm. Yeah? I was happy to do it," I said again.

"I was also calling to ask if you'd like to have dinner with me. I wanted to ask you-"

"Yes!" I said before he could finish his sentence. Whoa, Sue Zay. Hold the fuck on. You've got to play it cool.

"Oh. Great!" His voice sounded happy. "Have you eaten dinner yet tonight?"

"No," I lied. I'd just had dinner an hour ago with the Bosozoku Bitches. Normally we would have stayed up all Saturday night riding, but we were pretty wiped out by midterms and the day of practicing. The four of us decided to call it a night after dinner and do a day ride tomorrow after we worked out in Kate Tee's gym. "I can meet you somewhere."

"Would you mind coming to my home?"

"That is a bold request." I wanted to accept, but my brain just sucker punched my vagina and took control of my voice. All I knew about this guy was that he was numbingly handsome, people wanted to kill him, and his friend had gone and murdered those people first.

With a really fucking big knife.

"I understand your hesitation. It is dangerous for me to leave the house at the moment. That is part of the reason I want to speak with you tonight. I have a chef who makes wonderful food, maybe not as good as where we ate last night, but you will be delighted."

"If you are worried about your safety, is it safe for me to come over?"

"My home is a perfectly safe environment. It is in Los Gatos."

"This sounds risky. I don't even know your name."

"You don't seem like you shy away from risk, Sue Zay. How soon can you be here?" This fucker was assuming I'd just come over. I saw a green flash around Hogan's image, and the mapping system on Funakoshi said that the home was in the hills on the south side of the city.

"I'm heading north on the 101, just passed the 85. I'll need to turn around. I can be there in twenty." I could actually be there in ten, but I didn't want to just fucking rush over like I was all desperate for the man's cock. Damn it, this was probably all sorts of stupid. Why was I doing this? It wasn't just because he was handsome. Was I that shallow? No, or... yes I was, but I felt like there was something going on that I wanted to know about.

I did have my helmet painted like a kitty. What was that one about the cat and curiosity?

"Excellent. I'll have food prepared for when you get here."

"Wait! You didn't tell me your name."

"It is Jae."

"Do you have a last name, Jae?" I snickered.

"If I told you mine would you tell me yours, Sue Zay?" The man chuckled lightly, and my spine went cold.

"You'll never know my last name," I joked.

"Mine is Moon."

"Jae Moon?" It was Korean, but the blue eyes told me he had some Caucasian blood mixed in there.

"Yes, Suzanne Zato. I'm looking forward to seeing you in twenty minutes." The line hung up, and my stomach heaved.

"How the fuck does he know my name?"

"I am unsure, Sue Zay. All of your personal information has been wiped from hospital birth records, medical records, and government agencies. It is possible that Jae Moon has access to data that still has information about your identity, but I cannot think of where he would have found it," Hogan explained.

"Ugh. One thing is for sure." I took the next exit off the freeway with a practiced lean.

"What is that?"

"I am definitely going over to his house. We've got something more important to talk about than whatever he had in mind."
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Chapter 7

 

"Park in the far right garage bay," a woman's voice came out of the speaker by the massive security gate. The door made a series of thick, burly clicking noises and rolled sideways into the wall. There was another fucking gate behind the first one, even thicker, and it lacked the facade of wood-looking paint that the exterior door wore. I opened Funakoshi's throttle gently and slid through the narrow opening as the gates rolled. Then I inspected my surroundings.

From the outside, it was hard to tell exactly how big Jae's house was. The front walls were coated in dark paint, covered with trees, and seemed to blend in with the hilltop on which his house sat. It was night, so I knew I wouldn't be able to see an exact shape of the home from the street below. But there were other mansions on the steep road up here, and the lights on their properties gave me enough hints to understand their shape. There didn't seem to be any lights coming from the spot where I thought Jae's house sat.

The inside was even stranger. The road past the gate had lights on the side so I could guide Funakoshi more easily, but I saw no house in front of me. My rear display was also interesting, because I could see the obscured walls clearly and guessed them to be at least thirty feet high.

"Looks like he wasn't kidding about this place being safe." I imagined that someone could get over the walls if they wanted to, but I also wondered what other sort of safety measures someone who thought they needed a thirty-foot wall around their home would have in store for a burglar stupid enough to scale them.

"I don't see any records of a home on this property in the commercial, residential, county, or state databases." Hogan tipped his hat on my helmet display.

"What do you mean?" Funakoshi was crawling up the hill so that I could scope the place out better.

"There is an owner of the property, a 'J. Smith,' and a PO box in Los Gatos, but it is listed as empty land. There is no home built on it," he said.

"Fucking weird. But...." I raised the speed a little and continued up the road. "I don't see anything here. Think this is a setup?"

"One light up ahead on your right is blinking," Hogan observed. The AI was correct, and I drove the last thirty feet. Once I got within touching distance, another set of lights flashed on along the path revealing a decline into the bay of an open garage.

I accelerated down the slope and into the entrance. The light contrast was sudden, and my helmet glass dimmed dramatically to keep my eyes from wincing. The opening of the garage was the size of a two wide, but that size was misleading. The actual inside of the garage was much larger than I expected. It was at least half the size of a football field, and all of the surfaces were a white, polished concrete that reflected the LED lighting. This place felt all sorts of hospital operating room-sterile.

It could have held ten or more cars easily, yet there were only three in the entire space: the black painted executive pod that Jae and Pavel were picked up in on Friday night, a more modest, cream painted pod, and a lifted, red painted truck. The truck had some serious off-road tires and aftermarket black pipe guards on the front, undercarriage, and rear bed. I saw an empty parking spot on the right side of the structure, so I guided Funakoshi into the space and killed the engine.

"Hello?" I called out after I'd swung my leg off my bike and taken off my helmet. I didn't see any door or exit out of the garage, and I half dreamed that Jae would just meet me here and offer to lick my clit.

"Yeah! Sorry, over here!" A voice called out from behind me. I turned around and saw that a corner of the garage had been taken over by a bunch of long work benches, black metal cages, dozens of display monitors, tools, and hanging tubes. It looked like the dark inside of a metal alien, and all the black hardware was a complete contrast to the whiteness of the rest of surfaces.

"Be right there." There was a sound of crashing metal, and a woman popped her head out from behind one of the cages. She leaped over a workbench and walked the twenty feet toward me with her right hand outstretched.

"Hi, I'm Emma." I took the woman's hand and returned her smile. She was short and cute, with wavy, brown hair that fell to her shoulders, big hazel eyes, and dimples on both of her rounded cheeks. I guessed she was in her early thirties, and she had an oil-stained white apron covering up most of her jeans and purple shirt.

"This is when you tell me your name." The smile on her face vanished, and my eyes focused on her left arm.

It was cybernetic.

"Sorry. I'm Sue Zay." I tried to keep my eyes off her black metal arm, but it had been such a surprise that I hadn't prepared myself mentally. The technology had been around for the last decade, but they hadn't figured out how to get human physiology to accept the robot limbs yet. This woman was either one of the rare people whose body wasn't rejecting the limb, or she was taking a large cocktail of drugs every day to keep the thing attached to her body.

"Oh shit. Your bike is fucking hot." Emma let go of my hand and walked over to Funakoshi. "Gasoline? Goddamn! Old school! I love it." She got within five feet of the motorcycle and crouched down to peep at his engine.

"Girl, he's massive. Look at those big fucking tires! I bet I could put them on my truck. What a beast. You build him?" I felt my pride swell, and I knew immediately that this woman was a kindred spirit.

"Kind of. My dad did most of the work."

"Fucking right on. Did he build him from the ground up? What engine did he use?"

"It's an old Suzuki Hayabusa, but I don't think there is an original part left. Dad even changed the engine to a straight six."

"I think I've seen pictures of those old bikes. None of them looked as badass as this one, though. I bet he's fast. He's all fucking engine under the seat. Damn girl!"

"Yeah. I've gotten him up to two eighty-two."

"Fucking Joseph Smith! Were you on the track? That must have been crazy!"

"Ehhh." I reached up to my hair and scratched my head. "I was on the 5."

"Nooo..." she gasped and then it turned into a laugh. "You are crazy, Sue Zay. I like you."

"Thanks! It wasn't that big of a deal, though; he's got some gyro tech to help at high speeds."

"Oh, nice." She looked at the bike again. "Did your dad put that on? Ohh, I see the swing arms here." She pointed to the gyro augmentation with her robot arm. It uncurled from her side with an alien smoothness. I could see the exterior coils contract and expand to make the limb function, and I couldn't help but feel uneasy.

"I did that part a few years ago."

"I like the paint also!" She tilted her bobbed her head up and down. "Is it black? The paint looks almost purple at some angles."

"Yeah, it is that Nightflare paint. Looks black most of the time, purple at night, or when the light hits it the right way," I explained.

"Killer. I think we need to spend some time talking shop then. I do all of our drone maintenance. Maybe later I can show you some stuff I've been working on." She nodded her cute head over to the workbenches and cages.

"That would be cool." I nodded at Emma and matched her smile.

"First you gotta talk to Jae though. Let's go inside." She stood from her crouch and walked over to the wall a few feet from where I had parked. It didn't look like there was a door there, but somehow there were seams that puffed open when the cyborg walked close. Then part of the wall slid away with an electric hiss and revealed a wide hallway.

I followed the woman past a dozen closed doors and then arrived in a large living area. The room had three long, white leather couches, dark brown, wooden coffee tables, posh, contemporary lamps, and a giant television that seemed to take up the entire wall. Most of the light came from the hanging and standing lamps, but I also saw the soft glow coming from the corners of each piece of dark wooden furniture.

"Hey, Pavel! Have you seen Jae?" The massive scar-faced Russian sat in the middle of a white couch and somehow made the thing look small. He turned his attention away from the television to answer Emma.

"He has emergency phone call. I will wait with Girl With Motorcycle till Boss frees."

"Ahh okay." She turned to me. "I've got a few things to finish before I call it a night. If I don't see you at dinner, I'll catch ya on the way out." She reached her right hand out again, and I shook it. I almost begged her to stay in the room with me since the murdering Russian was all sorts of scary, but I couldn't show these people fear. I needed answers from Jae, and if he knew that his sidekick scared the shit out of me, I could lose leverage.

Emma stepped away from me and walked toward the garage. I stood awkwardly in the room for a few seconds before I decided to put my helmet down and sit on a couch. The Russian had turned his eyes to the television and didn't seem to realize that I had sat on the side of the adjacent couch as far from him as I could possibly get.

The news was playing, and the perfectly blonde, perfectly tanned reporter was faking empathy when she spoke about the latest Muslim and Mormon conflict in Phoenix. Several hundred people had died in a bombing of a suburban mosque, and the Muslims had staged a violent protest outside of an LDS temple. I normally didn't watch the news; fuck, I didn't even own a television, but it seemed like a week wouldn't pass without religious tensions rising again between the two factions.

"Girl With Motorcycle," the Russian addressed me, and I almost jumped out of the couch cushion. Calm the fuck down, girl. You saved this guy's life. He doesn't want to hurt you. I turned to look at the man, and he fixed me with a deadly serious expression.

"Do you like cats?" he asked gravely.

"Do I like cats?" I repeated his words. The question didn't make sense.

"Yes. Your helmet." He pointed at the black, shiny dome on the coffee table. It had pink cat ears coming out of the top and a stylized kitty cat's face painted in pink on the front.

"Oh. Yeah. I like cats." I sighed in relief. I'd somehow thought his question would be more sinister.

"That is good to know." He was suddenly sitting on the couch next to me. Like, right fucking next to me. I almost yelped with surprise for three reasons. One was that I hadn't even seen this fast motherfucker move. Second was that from across the room I'd somewhat forgotten how giant the man was. My shoulder should have been touching near his shoulder, but I think it was almost even with his elbow when he sat next to me. The third was just a general terror of the big dude who had killed a bunch of people with his knives.

"I want to show something." He had a light coat on, and he reached into the folds with a big meaty hand. I saw the handles of several knives hanging on the inside of his jacket, and I realized that it was far too late for me to scream, or run away, or decide that I shouldn't have come here tonight.

Then he pulled out a personal tablet.

"This is Boris. He handsome, no?" The Russian used his giant pointer finger to scroll open the roll screen of the device. On the screen was a picture of an orange and black speckled cat.

"Uhhhh. Yeah." I felt my heart fumble a beat and try to slow back down to a relaxed rate. I realized that I had been holding my breath, and I tried to let it out slowly.

"He funny cat. Chasing robot mice all day." He flipped the screen and showed me a picture of Boris jumping on top of a toy mouse. "He also like to dress up as sailor." The next screen was the orange and black cat wearing a white cap and matching vest.

"He is, how do you say it in American? Not the smartest knife in drawer. He not realize that mice not real." A short video played of the cat getting some crazy air trying to catch the remote-controlled mice. I heard a low, evil-sounding laugh from the audio and figured it was Pavel.

"I love him. Oh, this is Viktoriya." He flipped to a picture of a fluffy cat with white fur. The animal had striking blue eyes, and the picture showed her sitting on an arm of a couch. Then I realized the couch was really just a giant leg.

"She is really pretty. I like her blue eyes."

"Yes. Me as well. She is my lover girl. Always sitting on me and purring. She cannot have enough of scratching." He toggled through a few more pictures of the cat, and I noticed that each one was her either sitting on Pavel's legs or his lap.

"Then there is Mikhail. He trouble maker." This cat was gray with black and white spots. He almost looked like a wild bobcat. "He always scratching and eating bad things. He doesn't even like to use litter box. Makes big mess for poppa to clean up." He flipped through eight more pictures of the cat climbing on a carpet post, hanging from the side of a wall, and other sorts of dangerous positions.

"But my Queen is this one." He flipped the image to a short-haired black cat with giant yellow eyes. "Stoya is her name. Is beautiful, no?" The giant man sighed and leaned back on the couch slightly. "She is boss of house. Look at her back. It arches perfectly. You see?"  He flipped through a few more pictures.

"She is beautiful. Great proportions." I agreed, partially because it was a damn good looking cat, but partially because I didn't want to disagree with the man.

"She beat all others when they out of line. Here, watch videos." He pressed a button on the tablet, and I saw a video of Stoya running around a room. She pounced on each of the other three cats, gave them a beating with her paws, and then moved onto the next.

"Mikhail tries to stand up for himself. Look." The gray cat surprised Stoya by jumping on top of her from a higher ledge. For a few seconds they were a tornado of black and gray fur. Then the scuffle ended with the black cat on top of the gray male. She clawed the fuck out of his face with an angry snarl, and then the gray male screeched before running away.

"Hahaha!" Pavel laughed way the fuck too loud and then slapped his hand on his leg. It sounded like a thunderclap, and I almost made like Mikhail and got the fuck out of here.

"She is too strong for him! He think he big kitty, but she show him who boss! Here watch other videos." He clicked on another video, and it showed Stoya chasing the three cats around a room.

"Do your cats live here?" I asked.

"No," he said sadly, "they in Moscow with sister. Boss allergic to cats." He sighed and flipped to another video. "She send me video every day." I watched Stoya pull a ninja-like backflip move on Boris and then beat the fuck out of him.

"I think I like Stoya." I laughed.

"Yes!" He joined my laugh with his thunder and flipped to a new video.

"Sorry for the delay." Jae was suddenly standing next to us, and I felt my heart do all sorts of Stoya-like sprinting and flipping.

"Girl With Motorcycle likes cats also, Boss." Pavel showed Jae his tablet, and the super sexy Korean man nodded.

"Dinner is ready. Did you eat yet, Pavel?"

"No. I eat later. You talk to Girl With Motorcycle about mission. I will watch news."

"Alright." Jae turned to me and offered his hand to help me off the couch. I thought about not taking it, but who the fuck was I kidding? I was only here because I wanted to fuck the guy. Oh, and because I needed to know how he learned my real name.

My palm met his, and he easily pulled me to my feet. Once I was standing, he let go of my hand, damn it, and I followed him into the next room. This was a sprawling kitchen with clean white marble counter tops, steel fixtures, and computer displays covering almost all the available smooth surfaces. There were info tickers scrolling along with muted television news broadcasts.

"Caleb, this is Sue Zay." Jae introduced me to the man moving around in the kitchen.

"Ahhh, the legend is here!" The man was in the middle of opening an oven, and he quickly yanked out the pan that had been inside before he stepped toward me with his hand extended.

"Nice to meet you." I shook his hand. Caleb looked like he was in his late forties. Most of his hair was gray, and he had a weathered look to his dark skin. He was fit, though, and wore a tight shirt under his apron that showed lean muscles. He also had tattoos of snakes, dragons, and lizards running up and down his forearms. The art looked old and had faded into his skin.

"I've heard a lot about you. Take a seat. I've almost finished cooking." He gestured to the small dining table in the corner. Jae and I moved to sit there, and I tried to keep my eyes from trying to undress him.

"I wanted to thank you again for the other night," Jae began. His eyes didn't seem to blink when he spoke, and I felt my cheeks redden. Fucking shit, this guy was too much for me. What the hell was my problem?

"Here is salad." Caleb laid out two small bowls with mixed greens and brightly colored purple beets. There were flakes of white cheese on top, and a coating of oil dressing.

"Let's eat for a bit, and then we can talk business," Jae said.

"Fine. But I first want to know how you got my name." I took a bite of the salad but didn't really taste the lettuce.

"I'll explain that to you, but it requires a small amount of back story." He raised both his eyebrows apologetically. I tried not to let my heart start racing, but the fucking bastard had a mind of his own.

"I can listen while I eat."

"Very well." He wiped his perfect mouth with a cloth napkin.

"My associates and I are involved with some work that is..." he smiled slightly at me, "not entirely legal, but also not villainous."

"That sounds like a bunch of bullshit." I shook my head and took another bite. That's right. I could talk back to this guy; I just wanted to talk dirty to him later.

"Yes, I understand that. Here is the deal." He spread his hands out over the bowl of salad. "There are forces in this world that act without check. They have infiltrated governments. They control militaries, banks, churches, and corporations. Even the usual criminal elements are unknowingly doing their work. My friends and I have spent the last few years in Europe. We have followed a promising lead to Silicon Valley, and we are close to discovering a powerful player in this organization. We plan on working here until the lead has panned out."

"So you guys are some sort of secret agency?" I huffed.

"No." He smiled, and my fucking heart skipped a beat. "Just a small group of people who are sick of shit. We like to think of ourselves as freedom fighters."

"But we are honestly more like freedom burglars," Caleb called out from the kitchen.

"He is correct." Jae laughed. "There isn't much fighting going on. We've been operating for the last four years, and Friday night was the first time things didn't go quite as I planned."

"No shit," I said.

"It made me realize that I am missing a role in the team. I don't have someone who can get in and out of places quickly. I don't have someone who can be in the field besides Pavel. I need someone with tact."

"And you believe that person is me?" I tried not to laugh. No one who knew me would think I possessed any sort of tact.

"I don't know. When we first got to California, I thought I wouldn't really need an alternative mode of transportation. I thought I could just take pods everywhere. But our mission is becoming more dispersed. I've got tasks that need to be done in San Francisco, Seattle, Portland, Los Angeles, and of course here. Even getting to other sides of the valley isn't very quick in the pods."

"So you want me to drive you around?" I winced at him.

"Maybe. Can you drive a car?" he asked.

"I don't have the correct license, but I could figure it out. It isn't something I want to do, though."

"I can see that. I know you are talented on your motorcycle. Most of the work I have in mind for you will just be jobs that will involve you riding," Jae said with a gentle smile. Caleb walked over to set down two plates. Each one had a small piece of filet mignon and some bright-green Brussels sprouts. I couldn't help but stare at the meat. I lived off dollar-discount soy noodles. The cut of steak before me probably cost a hundred bucks.

"How do you know about me? How did you figure out my name?" I crossed my arms over my riding leathers and tried to glare at him. Fuck, he was so hot. Even when I was mad at him, I couldn't really be mad at him.

"We didn't really know about you," Jae said, and he frowned. "We knew that Katsumi Zato was having dinner at The Flying Fish. She goes nowhere without a few dozen bodyguards. We scheduled a meeting there with people who were dangerous, hoping they wouldn't attack us. Or if they did, Zato's guards would think the violence was intended for her, and they would put a stop to it."

"Ahhh." I nodded. "How did you know she was having dinner there?"

"That is my doing." Caleb waved from the kitchen.

"Caleb is superb with computers. He's also great in the kitchen. Let's enjoy a few bites of our meal before we continue." Jae cut into his steak and then took a bite. The meat looked rare, and the smell was fantastic. I took a bite and quickly realized that it tasted better than it smelled.

"After you saved Pavel and me last night, I had Caleb dig. We knew your AI tag, but that didn't help us any. We also knew you were having dinner alone with Katsumi Zato. This was weird, but again, he couldn't find out much. It wasn't until he looked for a woman who could ride a motorcycle like you that we got some leads." Jae smirked

"Check it here." Caleb pressed his wrist by his watch, and the screens in the kitchen showed an image of a handsome man covered with motorcycle-branded clothes.

"Can we just talk about Sue Zay? I need a whole fucking channel devoted to this girl. How fucking hot is she?" An image of me standing at the top of a podium holding a giant trophy in my hand flashed on the screen. I couldn't remember exactly which competition it was since there had been almost a hundred that I won, but I looked happy in the picture.

"Just fucking look at her. Dammmmnnnn. She is like one of the models that hangs on the bikes at fucking shows. She is hotter than a ride through Death Valley in August."

"Oh, come on. I'm not that hot." I sighed, and Jae raised an eyebrow. Wait, did that mean Jae actually did think I was that hot?

"But I don't even want to talk about her looks. That isn't even why she is so fucking amazing. No folks, this hot little piece is probably the best fucking rider to grace out planet. Fucking ever. Think I'm just a fanboy? Here is the damn proof." The guy rolled his eyes, and the image cut to a video.

"Here she is winning the US Stunt Riding Showoffs last year." The video showed me doing a bunch of wheelies, endos, and jumping around on the back of Funakoshi. "She's won the whole damn thing three years in a fucking row. Are you kidding me?"

The video flashed again and showed a big parking lot filled with a maze of cones. There were motorcycle riders making tight turns around the cones at really slow speeds. The voice spoke again:

"This is how all you motherfuckers ride Moto Gymkhana. You look like a bunch of invalids trying to make a nine-point turn in your parent's basement. But hey," the man said with a laugh, "I look that bad too. Now here is Sue Zay:" the video changed to show me taking a course. I slid through one turn smoking the back wheel, endo'ed through another, landed Funakoshi backward, and then rolled the wrong way through another before sliding right side front through a tight curve. "She's like a fucking ballerina on that big fucking bike. She's like Mozart on that bike. She's so fucking much better than everyone else at Moto Gymkhana the shit almost isn't funny. Check it." The screen flipped to show last year's world championship rankings. My bitches hadn't beaten me in the California championships, so they couldn't do the National one, and then couldn't do the World Championships. It was a real shame because all of my friends were easily better than the rest of the world competition.

"Sue Zay is over twice as fast as the second podium. Over twice as fast as fucking Takasi Ishikawa. That dude has been ruling Moto Gymkhana for the last twenty years. I mean, the guy used to rule Moto Gymkhana." The video changed again and showed the narrator's smiling face.

"Some of you all are probably thinking 'Yeah, but who fucking cares? Where's the speed? That stunt and Gymkhana stuff is for jerk-offs.' Shut the fuck up and watch this." The video showed Funakoshi and me crossing the finish line at a race and a few choice turns when I leaned him out really low.

"This is the AMA Superbike Championship last year. She won it by a handful of seconds against Zato's Greg Karasik. She did the same thing the year before that." The screen flipped to another few cuts of me taking corners and standing on a winner's podium. Greg Karasik had a super-sour expression on his face in each podium shot, and I almost laughed. That guy was a fucking asshole that thought he was Muhammad's gift to women and motorcycles.

"So look," The video cut back to the narrator's face. "This isn't even the crazy part, okay maybe it is the crazy part. You've got a triple threat. No, make that a fucking quad threat. Sue Zay can out-fucking-stunt anyone alive today, she's out Gymkhanaing the best in the world, she's the fastest rider on the planet right now, and... she is so fucking hot. Let's just look at her again. Goddamn!" There was another picture of my smiling face on the screen again. "But back to my earlier statement. Here is the real crazy part: She doesn't even have any sponsorship. Like, no one knows who the fuck she is. She doesn't ride for any company. She just shows up to these events, dominates, and then leaves. Fucking haha." The man started laughing hysterically.

"There are rumors she even trashed the trophy at the last AMA Championship. They said she just walked off the stage, threw the cup into the nearest bin, jumped on her bike, and then peeled off. What. The. Fuck." He laughed again. The rumors were right. I never kept the trophies. I didn't have space in my two bay garage for anything other than my basics, Funakoshi, his tools, and my computer stuff.

"But that brings me to the next crazy thing about Sue Zay. She rides a fucking gasoline bike. Fuck it all. What the hell, huh? Yeah, you heard me right. She's not doing electric or hydro. It is a fucking old-school, fuel-injected, loud-as-fuck 'Busa beast. The thing has to weigh three times what everyone is competing with. Could you imagine what this babe could do with a modern bike? I don't even want to see it. I'd just hang up my riding suit for good and then go take up BMX racing or something. Fuck me.

"So what do we know about her? In short, we don't fucking know shit. Except for a few things: First, we think she lives in California; San Jose to be exact. She's apparently part of an all-girls bosozoku gang there. How does anyone know this? Check out this pic." The video switch to a static picture of last year's AMA Championship pit. I was sitting in the area with Xiu Mei, Kate Tee, and Stacey Jones.

"What is that saying about hot girls only hanging out with other hot girls? Looks like it is true here. We don't know who the other Asian smoke show is, but the redhead is Stacey Jones Taylor. She's a student at MSU in San Jose. Her parents are both vice presidents at SpaceX. Oh, and the way-too-hot blonde? That is Katherine Naderi. Yep, from the Naderi family you are just now thinking about. She is also a student at MSU. These girls have been in Sue Zay's pit crew at the last two AMA Championship races." A video played of the girls switching out my tires along with a crew that they had helped me hire. I didn't really have the money to pay for a crew, but Xiu Mei and Kate Tee had pitched in some cash to help me.

"So if you see Sue Zay riding in San Jose, or anywhere else in the world, make sure you tell her how much I love her and that I want to marry her. I'm thinking you'll have a hard time catching her! Let's see a few more shots of that ass in the seat."

Caleb touched the skin on his wrist, and the video muted and switched back to news.

I saw Jae studying me out of the corner of my eye, and I felt my cheeks start to heat. Ugh. What was with me? I had plenty of fanboys, but this guy was making me weak in the knees and wet in the crotch.

"There are a few hundred other videos like this, not to mention pages and pages of internet forum posts. Did you know that people ride up to San Jose from all over the country with hopes that they will catch you on the road?" Caleb leaned his head sideways and smirked like one of Pavel's cats.

"No. I try not to go on the internet unless I need to order a part. There is too much garbage there." I shrugged. "I'm still not understanding how you knew my real name."

"We couldn't figure out why Katsumi Zato was having dinner with a notorious motorcycle racer. Especially the day before her own birthday. You both have similar features, so I thought you might have been her niece," Jae explained.

"Then we found a lead in old archived print media. The San Jose Lifestyle Magazine was still doing print editions back then. They had a short mention about your birth in one of the articles featuring your father," Caleb continued. "I found the scan and put the pieces together."

"We didn't know for sure, though," Jae said. "You confirmed an hour ago when I asked you to come over and used your real name."

"Ugh." I put my left hand over my face.

"I understand why you want no one to know who you are; your secret is safe with us."

"Secrets tend not to be safe with more than one person." I shook my head at the handsome man.

"Sue Zay," Jae leaned across the table and placed his hand over mine. His skin felt good, and I was thankful that my head wasn't spinning. "Our meeting yesterday was serendipitous. Not only am I looking for someone with your talents; part of the reason we are here in the valley is that we think our enemies are trying to target your mother's company. There are just too many tasks for my small team right now. We desperately need your help, and I feel confident that it will end up benefiting your mother as well."

"That really isn't a deciding factor for me. In case you didn't notice Friday night, we don't exactly get along."

"I suspected as much. But you still met her for dinner to celebrate her birthday. If you didn't care, then you wouldn't have been there that night. If you hadn't been there that night, then Pavel and I would be dead." His words seemed sincere, and his blue eyes burned into mine.

"Let's say I am interested in working with you. I have school, friends, and a life. I don't want to be spending every second working for you. I don't need the money." The last part was a bit of a lie. My dad's trust gave me enough for school and a tiny amount of cash to live with. Most of that money went to parts for Funakoshi, gas for Funakoshi, and race admission costs. What little I had left over went to rent and maybe sometimes food.

"You can work for me as a freelancer. I'll discuss a job with you, and you can decide if it is something you want to do. We'll discuss payment before you accept the job."

"But if I don't take a job, would it screw up your plans? How much illegal shit are we talking about here?"

"It might screw up my plans, and then I can offer to pay you more. At this point, I think the only illegal activity I'd ask you to engage in is breaking traffic laws. I am confident you already commit many of those crimes daily." He smiled, and my heart fluttered. He was guessing that I was sold, and I was guessing that he was right.

"I think I start to go through withdrawal if I don't break a traffic law every fifteen minutes." I laughed, and the handsome man chuckled with me.

"I'm going to go give Emma and Pavel their dinner. See ya, Sue Zay." Caleb nodded to me and then walked out of the kitchen with two plates.

"Can we talk about the first job?" Jae raised an eyebrow. Fuck, why was he so hot?

"Yeah, but I'm not committing to anything."

"I think you might after I show you the job." Jae's smile was large, and I enjoyed the brightness of his perfect teeth.

"Fuck. Okay, show me what you want me to do."
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Chapter 8

 

"Look at that greasy motherfucker," I sighed. "I can practically smell the lard from over here."

"Sue Zay, I doubt that is possible. You are across the street and your helmet is on," Hogan said and shook his virtual head.

"It is figurative. So, who is this guy anyways?"

"Should I attempt a facial recognition scan? Didn't Jae say that, for now, it was better if you had limited info about who you were following?"

"Yeah...." I sighed again and studied my target. The man really was all shades of nasty. Even his très chic suit did little to overcome the sheen of yellow sweat on the man's face, his pimply complexion, and his awful comb over. Dickbag's head looked like a tortoise with pubic hair pasted to half of the shell.

"He is nervous. So are his bodyguards." The four men had stepped out of restaurant at eight forty-five AM on the nose, just as Jae had said, and were waiting for their self-driving pod to arrive.

"Does that mean you want me to run the facial recognition?" Hogan asked again.

"Naw, but keep that ugly mug on file. I might want to know who he is one day. This job sounds too easy for the amount of money Jae is paying." The handsome Asian had explained this assignment simply. I just need to wait outside of this expensive breakfast cafe in the heart of Palo Alto for the man who matched the picture Caleb sent me, attach a tracker unit to whatever self-driving car he got into, follow the car to the destination where Slimebag got out, confirm the address, and then Jae would wire a shitload of money into my account.

"He did warn you not to be seen," the blond man said with his stretched-vowel accent.

"Not to be 'made,' Hogan. We are secret agents now. The correct term is 'made.' Get with the fucking program."

"Made," Hogan repeated the word and his accent inspired me to giggle. "Incoming call from Stacey Jones," he said.

"Accept, keep outgoing video off." There was a beep, and the pretty redhead's face filled a small spot on the side of my helmet display next to Hogan's image.

"You up yet?" she asked while she stifled a yawn with her hand.

"Yeah, some shit went down last night. The handsome Asian dude called me, and we had dinner."

"Oh shit!" she gasped. "Are you still at his house? Is that why the video is off?" her voice was a whisper.

"No," I sighed. "I wish, but maybe something even better happened. I'm actually doing a job for him right now."

"Uhhh... a job? Like, you aren't pulling tricks on a street corner are you?" she laughed.

"No. I'll explain later today. I should be done in a few hours."

"Kay, you wanna ride over to Kate Tee's house together? Where you at now?"

"I don't know where I'm gonna be when the job ends. I'll call you when I finish, but don't wait on me. Head over there if I am running late."

"Gotcha, Babe." She winked at me and blew a kiss. "Be careful, okay. His cock can't possibly be worth dying over."

"He is paying me ten grand."

"Whoa! Okay, we need to talk about this when you get to Kate Tee's place-"

"Shit, I gotta go. Talk later. Love ya!" The pod pulled up to the four men. Two of the goons took the front seats and my target sat in the passenger-side rear seat next to his other guard. The self-driving car was a cream-colored executive model, and from the way it sat on the road, I wouldn't have been surprised if it was armored.

"Kay!" Stacey Jones blew me another kiss, and the video terminated.

"Here we go, Hogan. Get your dick ready." The pod sped away from the curve, and I fired up Funakoshi. The ancient engine let out a roar of anger when I woke him and then purred when I twisted the throttle to angle after them.

"My dick ready?" the AI asked with confusion.

"To fuck. Goddamn it, why do I have to explain everything to you?"

"Because you didn't program me well?" Hogan's handsome face smiled on my screen, and he tipped his black crocodile hat.

"Alright Mr. Snarkie-Pants, enough wise cracking from you. Get the autopilot ready." I distanced Funakoshi a few car lengths behind and to the left of the target pod. I didn't know what strategy would be best to attach the tracker device to the car, but I figured that the goon in the rear left seat would probably keep his eyes on their asset. Wait, is that what bodyguards called the person they were protecting? Asset? I needed to download some cool spy movies to watch tonight. I should be speaking the fucking lingo.

"I'm ready. The autopilot will balance your motorcycle," Hogan informed me.

"Alright, here we go." I felt a small sizzle of fear flutter in my stomach before my adrenaline squashed it like a butterfly. I'd done much harder moves on the back of Funakoshi without even using the autopilot. This would be a breeze.

I sped up a bit to get another car length closer to my target. It moved into the right lane, and I smiled at my luck before I closed the distance, flipped on the autopilot, and grabbed the tracking device from the front pocket of my riding leathers. The thing was the size of my thumb and coated in a sheer plastic wrapper. There was a small handle coming out of one side. I pinched it between my thumb and pointer finger of my right hand while I ripped off the wrapper with my left.

Funakoshi was only two feet away from the rear of the car, right behind the D pillar, and I readied myself for the placement. I checked the digital display of the speedometer and saw our speed: 45 miles per hour.

"Do it," I told Hogan, and the motorcycle accelerated to the self-driving car that Mr. Greasy McBaldy sat in with his goons.

I leaned down off the seat with my right shoulder a few inches off the speeding asphalt, reached out my arm, and pushed the popsicle-looking device up on the underside of the pod's bumper. The thing latched easily, and I did a sit-up so I could return to the correct position on top of Funakoshi. I didn't look back to see if the goons in the car had spotted me, that would have been too obvious, instead I flipped off the autopilot and gunned the engine to move a few car lengths ahead of them.

"They are going to make a right onto the 82 north," I guessed three seconds before the pod's turn signal flared on my rear display and confirmed my suspicions. I angled Funakoshi to the right and took the turn onto the small highway ahead of my target.

"Where do you think they are going?" I stayed in the slow lane and let their pod pass me.

"The airport?" Hogan asked.

"Hmmm, maybe, but then they would have taken the 101," I said.

"San Francisco?" The Australian AI guessed again.

"Could be. Fuck, I don't really want to go all the way up there."

"But you want ten thousand dollars?" Hogan seemed to chuckle on my screen.

"Muuhmm," I grunted to the AI and kept my eyes on the pod. Then something caught my eye, and I focused my vision on my rear display.

"Ugh. Now is not a good fucking time. Damn it." A group of bosozokus were coming from behind me. My 'people' normally weren't out at this time in the morning, unless they were on their way to bed after a night of heavy riding.

They were hauling though, and the group of six riders caught up to me almost as soon as I uttered my words. The gang wore matching green leathers with yellow Japanese symbols embroidered on their shoulders, backs, and motorcycles. They all rode electric bikes, except for the guy who seemed like their leader. His was a hydrogen build, and the machine looked to be top of the line. As if on cue, the guy on the hydro turned to me and raised his middle finger before he popped into a wheelie. Then the other five riders slammed on their horns while he balanced next to me.

"I don't have time for this bullshit!" I shook my head at the wheelie rider, but he couldn't hear my words. Their leathers were immaculate, and their bikes looked to all be brand new, or at least, never laid down. I didn't recognize their uniforms, so I wondered if these were just weekend warriors on their way home from breakfast. Plenty of corporate wage slaves liked to pretend that they were bosozokus on the weekend. Or maybe these guys were from out of town.

"I believe they want you to do a stunt," Hogan commented. I had never programmed any 'motorcycle hand signal' language into his vocabulary, but there was no mistaking that the guys were lifting their hands up in the air like slides. When they saw me shake my head, they flipped me off again and beeped their horns like a pack of horny elephants.

I ran the edge of my left hand across my throat, shook my head again, and then waved my fingers to dismiss them. They should have gotten a clue and took off, but their bikes closed in around me. It was a coordinated movement, and I realized that they all must have been communicating with each other through their helmets.

There were many types of bosozoku gangs in the United States. They ranged from pretty harmless groups of men and women that might get together every month to wear matching outfits and do some racing around the town to groups that would commit robberies, mayhem, and chaos wherever they traveled. I had guessed from the clean bikes and uniforms that this group was the former, but their aggressive posture made me wonder if they wanted to tip me off my bike. It was something I'd done plenty of times when motherfucking assholes had tried to fuck around with me while I rode.

I thought about punching their leader, knocking him off his motorcycle, and then systematically doing the same to the other five riders. That shit didn't go over well with the Chippers though, so I would have to get the fuck out of here. Then I'd lose the pod I was following. Worse than that, Jae would probably get mad at me. I didn't want to see him get pissed off at me until I was teasing him in bed.

"Alright, fuck it." I gassed Funakoshi and leaned my body back. The massive motorcycle's front lifted into the air like I'd done tens of thousands of times. The green-clad riders moved aside a bit to give me more room, and they made thumbs up signs. Their leader was still popping his wheelie. When I mirrored his movement, he set his own bike down and took both hands off the bars to clap.

"Now shoo." I set Funakoshi down and waved them away with my hand. They all shook their heads and then rolled their left hands in a circle pattern. Obviously they wanted me to do another trick. I shook my head again, pointed at their leader, and then I motioned for him to do another stunt by making my hand wiggle and shrugging my shoulders.

Fuck it. I just couldn't leave well enough alone.

The leader of the green riders jumped up on the back of his bike, took his hands off the bar, and then stood on his seat. It was a dangerous move to do in traffic, but the self-driving cars around him would avoid the motorcycle if it leaned into their lanes. The guy crossed his arms in a stoic pose and then hopped back down on his pegs before nodding to me. The rest of his bosozoku gang put their fists in the air to celebrate and laid on their horns.

I checked up ahead, and the cream-colored executive pod was still half a dozen cars in front of me. I set the cruise control on Funakoshi, leapt onto my saddle, took my hands off my motorcycle's grips, and stood like the Green Ranger had a few moments ago. This was a move for amateurs, and I was Sue Zay, the Moto Gymkhana Queen. I put my hands on the saddle and pushed my body up into a vertical handstand while Funakoshi continued on his merry path up the 85.

"Sue Zay, performing such a stunt while in live traffic is extremely dangerous." Hogan's voice was surprisingly frantic.

"I'll be fine!" I saw the road behind me, and the two green bosozoku riders were upside down. Behind them was a self-driving pod, and I could see a pair of older women pointing with their mouths open.

I had my hands on each side of Funakoshi's saddle, and I lifted my right off the leather before putting it back down on the rear of the seat. Then I raised my left and placed it at the front. Now I was facing to my motorcycle's left side and at the leader of the green gang. I leaned my weight a little more on my left arm and brought my right hand up to my shoulder.

Then I flipped the asshole off for a few seconds while my left arm carried all my weight.

The green bosozoku riders honked all of their horns again, and their leader made a bowing motion with his head. I brought my right arm back down onto Funakoshi's saddle and dropped myself back on the bike pegs. All six of the riders followed their leader's example with bows, and then they waved to me as they sped away.

"Fuckers," I sighed, "at least I didn't have to hurt 'em."

"It appears that our target is getting off the 85, Sue Zay," Hogan said. I was surprised he hadn't made another comment about my stunt, but he probably realized I would have gotten mad at him again.

"San Mateo Avenue," I said after I saw the exit sign. "Maybe he is going to the airport?"

"Or the train station," Hogan guessed. The AI was correct, the pod made a turn into the maglev parking lot. I dropped my speed down well below traffic pace and then turned into the driveway behind another pod. Funakoshi wasn't exactly the best motorcycle to be using on a job like this. He was big and loud with bright pink trim, but there were plenty of motorcycles on the road, and most self-driving cars were practically sound proof. Especially the executive models.

"Call Caleb," I instructed Hogan. Within a few seconds I heard the ring, and the tattooed man I had met last night appeared on my helmet screen.

"Hey, Sue Zay."

"Jae wanted me to call you when this guy got to his destination. I think he has arrived."

"Hmmm." He looked down away from the camera, and I heard fingers drum across a keyboard like a machine gun. "He's at the maglev station? That is weird."

"Weird? Where did you think he would be?"

"We thought he would return to his office, or to work; both are in San Carlos."

"He's getting out of his car." The parking structure was a double level, and Greaseball's executive pod pulled up to the horseshoe-shaped drop-off zone. I pushed Funakoshi to a spot at the start of the concrete legs that held up the parking building and then cut his engine.

"Want to see the feed from my helmet?" I asked Caleb.

"Yeah, if you don't mind."

"Hogan?" I asked; my screen flashed green, and the AI fed my visual to Jae's friend.

"The train is about to arrive." Blinking security lights were lighting up the platform. It was eight fifty-five AM on a Sunday morning, so the only people on the stage looked to be forty or so suited-up Mormon men and women. I guessed they would take the maglev train to their temple.

My quarry stepped out of his car and glanced around nervously. He had his hand on the handle of a luggage roller board. It was bright yellow and seemed out of place next to the suit-wearing man. He took a half step away from the pod, and then he turned and bent over to put his face near the open door. The angle wasn't good from my position, so I couldn't really get a view of his mouth, but the man looked many shades of terrified.

"Looks like he thinks someone is following him," I said to Caleb.

"Haha, someone is, but he probably has a good reason to be nervous besides you tailing him," Caleb said.

"Oh?"

"Yep. Mr. Collanta just sold MartanUAV's latest experimental weapon-drone schematics to Acitty Technologies for the small sum of ten million dollars."

"Holy Joseph Smith fucking a man," I gasped. Both Martan and Acitty were two of the largest military-drone manufacturers in the United States, and they were also cross-Silicon Valley rivals.

"He's probably fleeing the country."

"Could be, but I'm surprised he isn't getting on a plane," Caleb said.

"Looks like the train is going south. Maybe he'll take it to Mexico?" The maglev pulled up to the station. Sirens sounded briefly, and then the emergency warning lights shut down. The door to the white and red train opened, and half a dozen people stepped out of each car.

"He's running up the stairs." I turned on Funakoshi and then tore ass through the ramps of the parking garage to reach the top level. It took me only ten seconds, and I managed to get eyes on Mr. Collanta as he pulled his yellow luggage into the nearest car segment.

"See that?" I asked Caleb as the train lifted off the tracks and sped away.

"Yeah. I guess that is the job, Sue Zay. We'll track the pod you attached the module to. We wanted to double check that this guy was doing as expected. He didn't, but it could be he made sudden plans to spend all the cash he just got for selling weapons." Caleb's face soured, and he turned to tap on a keyboard.

"Jae will wire the money into my account?" Damn, I didn't want to sound like I was that hungry, but I kinda was. As soon as the funds hit, I was going to take the Bosozoku Bitches out to a steak dinner. They always paid my way, and I was looking forward to treating them for once. Then I'd take the other eight thousand dollars and upgrade some of Funakoshi's older parts.

"Yeah, I just sent him a message. He'll-"

The world suddenly shook, and my helmet's auto dimmer darkened to just a few shades above absolute black. It felt like something hit me from the side, and I almost toppled over. Fortunately, Funakoshi's gyros had been on so, I didn't have to put my stand down, and the machines ensured that we stayed upright. Caleb's image on my helmet screen went to static for a few seconds, hung as a frozen frame, and then finally resumed the video.

"Oh fucking…." I found that I couldn't even finish my sentence.

"Sue Zay! What happened? Holy shit!" Caleb's voice was a screech of terror, and I didn't blame him.

The maglev train had exploded into a fiery mushroom cloud of yellow plasma and smoke. It had reached half a mile away from me by the time it exploded, but that wasn't saying much. The blast radius looked to have scorched everything within a quarter of a mile. If it had been just a second or two earlier, I would have been a Sue Zay kabob. The tracks were lined with fifty-storey apartment and condo buildings. Most of them were now on fire and punched full of holes caused by pieces of the train's magnet flying everywhere. An eerie silence hung in the air, almost as if San Bruno had turned into a calm forest.

"Was he carrying a bomb?" I remembered the yellow roller board that my target hauled into the train car. The air was filling with smoke and ash.

"I don't know. You need to get out of there, Sue Zay. There must be a few thousand people dead." I didn't know Caleb that well, but his voice sounded like it was crossed between terror and a sob of despair. A scrap of metal half the size of Funakoshi landed next to me, and then a fragment of magnet the size of a stop sign cut into the concrete of the ledge. Both pieces started squirming as they inched toward each other.

"Caleb is right, Sue Zay. Every single police channel I monitor is awash with alerts of the explosion. There will be drones here in a few minutes."

"Okay." I couldn't peel my eyes away from the cloud of smoky sky lava. How in the fuck could anyone do this? Why would they do this? I felt tears fall to my cheeks, and I realized I was crying.

"Sue Zay!" Hogan actually yelled at me, and I shook my head to clear it. A few other pieces of metal rained down on the concrete I was parked upon. It would only be a matter of moments until I got unlucky and one cut me into sushi.

"I'm going!" I twisted my right hand, and Funakoshi spun around before he sprinted down the stairs and out of the parking structure. My exit was just in time; a piece of train innards the size of a bus bulldozed into the maw of the garage like a boxing glove. The whole fucking thing crumbled behind me as if it was made of porcelain.

"Should I go to the house?" I was surprised my voice sounded so calm.

"No. Jae will call you. Do whatever you had planned after the assignment." Caleb's face was white. "I have to go."

"Yeah. Okay. Talk later." I felt my hands start to shake, and my stomach did a million flippy flops. What had I gotten myself into?

"Okay. Be safe." Caleb cut the video, and I twisted the throttle more to get to Kate Tee's house faster.
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Chapter 9

 

"We are on your street," I said to my friend through my helmet microphone.

"Alright, I'm opening the gate," Kate Tee responded. The girl lived in a home in Los Altos Hills that her parents bought for her to use while she was going to school. The area was where most of the upper echelon of Silicon Valley had lived for the last ninety years, but Kate Tee's family could afford to buy whatever they wanted, so the idea of a college age girl living in a thirty thousand square foot mansion with half a dozen servants wasn't as ridiculous as it sounded.

Alright, maybe it was ridiculous.

Stacey Jones pulled into the long driveway behind me so that we could slide through the opening that the moving gate made. Then we gunned it up the gray and brown cobblestone pathway. This mansion was art déco style, with tinted non-reflective glass instead of the usual stucco or stone. It glowed in the midmorning light, but I didn't spend more than half a second studying it before I parked in one of the many garage bays next to Kate Tee and Xiu Mei's bikes. Stacey Jones kicked down her motorcycle stand next to me, and we both dismounted in an unspoken, but coordinated movement.

"You okay, bitch?" Kate Tee was already in the garage and threw her arms around me in a grateful hug.

"I'm fine," I said. Xiu Mei's hands slid on the back of my leathers, and I glanced over my shoulder to see the pretty Chinese girl examining my suit for any shrapnel damage. I had called my three friends on the way over and explained what happened. Stacey Jones had met me on the road, and we'd ridden the tail end of the journey together.

"It's all over the news," Xiu Mei said.

"I've asked the servants to prepare an early lunch. We can watch the TV while we eat." Kate Tee and Xiu Mei were excellent party planners, so I wasn't surprised that my Muslim friend was trying to package this horror into something festive.

"I'm kind of not hungry." An image of the mushroom cloud replayed in my mind as my bitches pulled me out of the garage and through the wide hallways of Kate Tee's mansion. Before I realized it, we were sitting on a plush leather couch in her entertainment room and food was being laid out on a nearby table.

"Drink this," Kate Tee ordered as she put a cup of tea in my gloved hand. I absently brought it to my lips and stared at the TVs. It was much like Jae's place, with a dozen screens covering the entire wall, and every one showing the crater and burning buildings on the maglev track.

"The current death toll is unknown at this point, but analysts have done rough math on the population of the three apartment towers that took the most damage and-"

"Incoming request to talk from Over Zipf, Sue Zay. It is on my encrypted address and marked as urgent." Hogan's voice came from my watch and interrupted the reporter speaking on the TV.

"You can put it on screen," Kate Tee said. I nodded to Hogan, and Over Zipf's pasty face appeared much too fucking large on the far wall.

"Holy Muhammad," the man's eyes were wide, "what the hell happened?"

"What do you mean? A fucking bomb went off in San Bruno," Stacey Jones spat at the TV. There were still news coverage playing, and one of the reporters was speaking to a police officer who was saying something about these kind of attacks not happening in Silicon Valley.

"Yeah. I know that, Sweetheart. Oh, and hello you sexy ladies. You are all looking bone-er-iffic this morning. Why was Sue Zay at the train station?"

"How did you know I was there?" I asked. My body went cold, and I forgot to tell Over Zipf to go fuck himself.

"Check it." His image shifted up to the top corner of the screen he was on, and a slightly pixilated video of the top of the train station parking structure appeared. I saw myself on the back of Funakoshi fly out of the ramp on top and then stay balanced by the edge facing the train.

"How did you get this?" Xiu Mei asked.

"I pulled it from the aerial traffic drones that patrol SFO."

"Shit! Does anyone else have access to that?" The video showed the cream-colored executive pod pull away after the greasy asshole with the yellow suitcase started to walk up the stairs.

"I deleted it after I saw it. I checked all of their other drones and wiped any other footage I saw, but their servers were getting overloaded. I'm guessing I'm not the only hacker, or FBI agent, or fucking police who thought the airport drones might have a clue about the bombing."

The train pulled away on screen. A few seconds later, the pixels got fuzzy and then the aftershock of the explosion seemed to hit my tiny form on the video. I continued to look at the distant cloud of yellow smoke. It almost seemed as if I hadn't been surprised by the explosion.

It looked fucking incriminating.

"The problem is the fuzz might think that whoever deleted the videos from the drones was part of this thing. Now they'll focus more on the train station where you were. Few people would recognize that bike or outfit, but you're infamous in motorcycle circles, and I'm guessing that last thing you want is for all the news stations and police in the valley to be looking for a woman riding a black and pink motorcycle."

"Fuck, yeah. Thanks for the save." I sighed and saw my image on the screen dart out of the parking structure moments before it met its demise.

"But now they won't be able to see the car you were following, they won't see the fucker with the briefcase." Stacey Jones got off the couch and paced between us and the TV.

"Maybe I can edit the video and then send it to the fuzz or something." Over Zipf started typing on his keyboard. "Yeah, I might be able to do that. Hmmmmm…." His face looked a bit whiter suddenly.

"What's wrong?" Kate Tee asked.

"My IPs are getting traced. Fuck!" He started pounding on his keyboard with chubby fingers.

"Are they going to find you?" My voice was a screech of panic. If this was the police, they might haul him in for questioning and then discover his drone salvaging and hacking side business. They might also connect him to me.

"No, I doubt it, but whoever is doing it is half-way decent. I've got alerts set up to let me know if such a thing happened." He looked back to the screen and smirked at us. "I am going to throw a bunch of shit at them if they make it to my next fake IP address. I will go dark while I edit this video. I'll call you tomorrow when I've let my trail cool."

"Alright. Thanks Over Zipf," I said. My stomach was still tied up in knots.

"The Daughters of Smith have alerted various news stations that they are responsible for the carnage we've seen today." The reporter wore a fake look of sympathy on his buttered face. "The apartment tower most destroyed by the blast was a primary residence for several Islamic ulema and their families. We also believe that Caliph Abdul Hakeem Lodi was visiting relatives in the building. If he is one of the victims, this could further elevate religious tensions-"

"No!" Kate Tee screamed. If the talking head was correct, it would be horrible. Lodi was one of the leading Islamic voices of peace.

"They don't know if he is dead yet," Stacy Jones said. The redheaded Mormon girl raised her eyebrows with sympathy and moved to comfort her friend. Kate Tee's eyes narrowed, and it looked as if she was about to yell at our friend.

"It wasn't the Mormons," I said. Kate Tee closed her mouth with a sharp snap, and then the two girls turned to me.

"There were a bunch of Mormons at the train station. They looked like they were dressed really nice. I don't think the Daughters of Smith would murder their own people to get to Caliph Lodi. This has to be another group."

"And here we fucking go," Xiu Mei almost never swore, so when the cute Chinese girl said anything foul, she got attention.

"We've just gotten word that Shia-ni-Ismail Sun has taken credit for the bombing of the MaglevTrac train in San Bruno. They claim that they caused the death of Caliph Lodi and have released a..." the news reporter looked off screen and then nodded, "twenty-page document with their manifesto about ending Lodi's oppression of the Islamic faith."

"Sue Zay, I have an incoming call from Jae Moon." My three friends and I turned to my watch. I saw Kate Tee cut the sound off the TV with a quick touch to her wrist by her bracelet.

"I want to see this hottie," Stacey Jones said.

"I don't think it is safe for you all to be involved," I told them.

"Bullshit, we are already involved. You're at my house right now," Kate Tee's jaw hardened, "besides; I also want to see what kind of man would make you walk around dripping wet all day."

"Fine, but I want him to think this is private. Don't make a fucking sound. Hogan, put it on screen but kill outgoing video." The thought of seeing Jae again made my emotions spin. I felt like the jerk-off had set me up on this job, or at least not been truthful with me about the danger involved. Damn it all to Smith, I should have known this guy was dangerous by all the men trying to fucking kill him.

"Sue Zay?" I saw that his video was blacked out as well. My bitches gave me an exasperated look, and Kate Tee rolled her eyes.

"I'm here, Jae."

"I've just wired the ten thousand dollars to your account," he said.

"Thanks, that makes me feel a lot better about you lying to me about the fucking danger of this little assignment." I tried to keep my voice from sounding too upset, but I think I failed.

"I didn't think this would happen-"

"What did you think would happen? Because you told me this was going to be a few hours of easy work 'just to get a feel for things,' but now hundreds, or maybe thousands of people are dead, and I was almost killed."

"I can understand your frustrations and fears. I apologize for what has happened. We did not foresee this series of events transpiring today." Xiu Mei looked at me and raised her arms with her palms facing the ceiling. Her face showed obvious outrage.

"So you thought that this would happen someday? Just not today? I don't understand."

"It will be easier to explain in person. Can you come over?" My bitches waved their hands at me and shook their heads.

"Caleb wasn't interested in me coming over earlier. Did you guys change your mind?" I crossed my arms and put on my best angry face, but I realized that the handsome man couldn't see me, just as I couldn't see him.

"He had to make sure you hadn't been seen by any of the airport traffic drones." The three of us looked at each other, and Stacey Jones mouthed the question that we were all thinking.

"Did any of the traffic drones see me?"

"Caleb has found no footage from them. It appears that the videos were deleted before he hacked them. If whoever deleted the video is working for the group that caused this explosion, then they could be searching for you. I'd prefer you come here so that we have a better chance of protecting you."

"But maybe someone else hacked them?"

"Caleb was on the scene with you when the bomb went off. It is unlikely that someone other than the ones responsible were looking to cover their tracks. Can you come over?"

I glanced at the girls. Xiu Mei looked thoughtful, but both Stacey Jones and Kate Tee shook their heads.

"I'm going to think about it. Let me talk to my AI. Hold on a second." I slid my fingers across the skin by my watch and then double checked to make sure that the audio was muted.

"So no?" I looked at the bitches.

"Fucking fuckity fuck no way." Stacey Jones shook her head. "You don't know this guy at all. He could have been the one responsible for all this. Then you go over to his house and.... Blammo!" she put her fingers to her red hair like a gun and made a splat sound. "All loose ends are tied up."

"I agree. Don't go. Just lie low here for a few days. You can stay with me." Kate Tee had been trying to get me to move in with her for the last few years, but I had declined because I wanted to feel like I had my own space and owed no one my livelihood.

"Where is the car?" Xiu Mei said, and the other two girls looked at her.

"The car?" Kate Tee asked.

"The executive pod that you were following. You told us you put a tracking device on it. Where is it now?"

"Don't you also have your video recording from when you saw the fucker get out of the car and board the train? You could mute the sound and then hand it over to the police. That should exonerate you," Stacey Jones said.

"If that guy even carried the bomb. He could have had a suitcase full of cash. The bomb might have already been on the train. He may have been the target, and not all these religious groups." Xiu Mei shrugged her shoulders.

"Good point," Kate Tee sighed.

"So what do I tell Jae?" I pointed at my watch.

"You should tell him that you are supposed to say 'made' instead of seen. He used the word incorrectly a few moments ago. Did you tell him you were a secret agent?" Hogan's voice cut in from my watch. The girls all stared at the image of Hogan on my wrist with amused expressions on their pretty faces.

"Hogan, did you just try to make a joke?" There was silence in the room for a few moments.

"Yes," the AI answered.

"I can appreciate your effort, but we've got to work on your timing." I still leaned my head back and laughed. Then I motioned for my bitches to be quiet, and I unmuted the phone.

"Are you still tracking the executive pod that I was following?" I asked Jae.

"Yes," he answered hesitantly.

"Where is it?"

"It is in Oakland."

"Did it make any stops along the way?" I asked. Fucking Oakland. Figures.

"No. It's parked in the industrial area near the airport."

"I'm going to go investigate," I said.

"No, Emma is sending drones. She'll have visuals on them in five or ten minutes. If you come over, you can see it through our feed."

"I'm having some trust problems with you, Jae. I want to see this place by myself. If you're for real, then you'll send me the coordinates and let me do my own legwork."

"It is too dangerous. I-"

"You have a short history of identifying danger poorly, Handsome. Send me the coordinates, and I'll go get my own video of the car, and maybe its owner. If you don't send me the info, then I'll just figure you were behind all this shit. I won't go to the cops, but if they try to pin any of this shit on me, I'll have a real loose tongue." The girls all waved their hands at me with a look of horror on their faces. They wouldn't want me to be in any more danger. I could understand their panic. Racing motorcycles was a peril we'd all gotten used to handling, but dealing with terrorists who had bombs and guns was out of our wheelhouse.

"Alright. I'm sending you the coordinates now. Be careful please. We'll have drones on the location when you get there. It seems that the vehicle might be inside a building, so if you're able to get eyes inside, it could help us."

"See? I'm all sorts of useful. You should try giving me more information at the start."

"Sue Zay, please believe me, I didn't think-"

"Whatever. I'll call you when I get there. Bye." Hogan knew me well enough to hang up when I said bye, and I saw the line go dead.

"We're coming with you," Stacey Jones grabbed her black and green striped helmet off the couch.

"No, the girl that works with Jae will have drones in the air. They will see you, and he'll start to ask questions."

"He won't notice us; we'll break off early, do a ride by, and then let you know what we see from the ground. We can ride away at a safe distance so your lover boy won't even know we are around," Stacey Jones argued.

"No, it will be dangerous, you three are already too involved. I have a feeling this shit is going to run deeper than the Marinas." I grabbed my own helmet and took a few steps towards the garage, but I was quickly blocked by Kate Tee and Xiu Mei.

"No, we are coming with you. What is that you said about samurai never leaving their daimyo in time of need?" Xiu Mei's pretty lips made a cute smirk.

"Oh, and fuck you," Kate Tee stuck her tongue out and crossed her arms over her riding leathers. "Bosozoku Bitches forever."

"Fine, fine, fine. Fucking Bosozoku Bitches forever." I sighed and raised my hands in surrender.
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Chapter 10

 

"Fucking Oakland. What a shit-hole," Kate Tee said what was on everyone else's mind as soon as the 880 freeway crossed the twelve-foot concrete wall that separated the shantytown from San Leandro.

It was almost as if we'd passed our gaze from the healthy skin of a supermodel to the ragged infections of a burn-victim's corpse. Any industry buildings that had once stood proudly in the city were now hollowed-out skeletons with tents decorating their innards. The tall apartment buildings were burned and then rebuilt into towering layers of jagged, cut metal, brightly colored canvas roofs, solar panels, and graffiti. The freeway was in good repair, of course, since rich corporations and residents had to commute between Berkeley and San Leandro, but all a driver had to do was glance left or right over the short, machine gun-dotted wall to see the endless sludge of broken humanity.

Oakland's airport was still functional, but only military or corporate jets that could afford armed escorts bothered to use it. The State of California had taken it over after the race riots of '52, but they couldn't really keep a handle on the situation. Various corporations had vied for the security duties of the airport and freeways that ran through the rotting city. I forgot which security firm currently had the contract, but I wouldn't have been surprised if it was one of the divisions of Zato Industries. My mom had her claws in every pie in California, and most of the rest of the other money-making schemes in the world.

"I'm getting off the freeway. You sure you want to come with?" I asked them again. We'd ridden up and down the 880 countless times, but had only ventured into Oakland half a dozen times for some fiery street races. Even though the city looked like shit, it wasn't as dangerous as the media made it out to be. In reality, most of the folk there were just trying to make a living. The majority of them just couldn't afford to rent a place anywhere else.

But it was still a different world than Cupertino. Or even the slums of East San Jose.

"Yeah. We got your back, bitch. Let's do this," Stacey Jones said across our helmets. I grunted an approval and took the exit marked for the airport.

We hit the next cross street and stopped at the red light to let a convoy of smart shipping trucks pass. Each vehicle had a pair of armored goons hanging from the grips on the sides of the cab, and they pointed submachine guns at us. It made for a tense few seconds before the group of unmarked trucks passed us on the way to the airport.

"Maybe we'll wait a bit for them to get ahead?" Xiu Mei's voice had a slight edge of fear.

"Fuck that. They can tell we are sexy bitches. They aren't interested in shooting. Let's burn by them and get to our destination. Every second that passes means that the pod might decide to leave." I spun Funakoshi's engine and slid out onto the pavement after the trucks. The other girls followed me without a word, and we quickly caught up to them.

The men readied themselves and pointed their weapons at us, but I waved casually and then pushed Funakoshi's engine to pull his nose off the asphalt. My girls followed my example, and we passed the armed convey in a group wheelie. As soon as it was obvious that we were out for a joy ride and not interested in robbing their truck, the guards dropped their weapons and returned our wave.

Then we blew past them and headed towards the warehouse buildings that surrounded the airport.

"It is up ahead, Sue Zay," Hogan's voice filled my helmet. I had his audio set up so that the other girls could hear him through our communications. AI technology was no longer considered interesting by most people, and the development of super-smart predictive devices made a personal assistant like Hogan practically useless. The girls already had the location tagged on their own helmets and displayed on their bikes and had whatever mapping technology they ran telling them to turn. I just loved Hogan's accent and virtual friendship, so I kept the asshole around. It also helped that I made him and kind of felt like he was my baby.

"Why don't you let us scout on ahead, Sue Zay," Xiu Mei's voice entered my helmet dripping with concern.

"Why? I'm fine to lead."

"Yeah Sweetie. You're fine to lead. But Funakoshi sounds like one of those old propeller planes going down the street. Also, your boyfriend is probably watching this area. Why don't you let us do a quick fly by, and then we can see if there is anyone standing outside of the place?" Stacey Jones asked.

"Yeah, ugh, you're right." One of the qualities I loved most about Funakoshi was his loud gasoline roar, but it proved to be somewhat of a hindrance now. I slowed my speed and made the right where the map display told me. The girls followed my turn and shot ahead of me to the next intersection. Stacey Jones went straight, Xiu Mei made a left, and Kate Tee made a right. I saw their position on my map, and they cut neatly towards the building that had the red glowing dot inside the walls.

A few massive cargo jets were taking off from the airport, and they cast vulture-like shadows over the decrepit buildings that surrounded me. The street looked so abandoned that I didn't even think anyone wanted to squat here. In fact, I didn't see anyone walking around or any signs of homeless camps. The area may be too close to the airport for most people to consider safe or perhaps the image of the buildings were meant to be deceiving and each housed corporate research labs that performed ghastly experiments.

But that shit sounded straight out of a movie.

"Incoming call from Jae Moon," Hogan said.

"No outgoing video," I replied, and Hogan's image glowed green to let me know he followed my order.

"I'm here," I said.

"I've got good news and bad news," Jae said. I actually saw the handsome man sitting on a chair next to Emma. It looked like they were at her work station in his garage. Both of their faces were lit with a mixture of blue computer screen tones and white LED lighting.

"What is the bad news?" I felt my stomach lurch.

"There were a few drones patrolling the building already," Jae began.

"And they were packing some heat, girl!" Emma leaned into Jae and smirked at me. "Wooweee!"

"Ummmm, so what is the good news?" I saw that Hogan had muted my outgoing audio with my Bosozoku Bitches, and they were almost to the building where the pod was located. They might be heading straight into a battlefield, and my imagination started to ride wild with images of their leather-covered motorcycle suits shot full of red-leaking holes.

"I'm a better drone pilot than the fucking jack-off that they hired." Emma laughed, and I felt the air leave my chest in a sigh of relief.

"The camera on our drone was damaged. We have no visual support for you. Can you feed me the video from your helmet?" Jae leaned forward in his chair when he asked the question.

"Maybe," I said.

"Maybe?" He looked confused.

"Yeah. I don't know if I trust you yet," I snickered. "I'll go check out the building. If I need you, I'll give you a call."

"Wait, Sue Zay, this is dangerous. You shouldn't be getting near-"

"Bye Jae," I said. Hogan got my cue and cut off the line.

"He's calling back," the AI unit said after a few seconds.

"Let it ring. I'll call him when I am ready. Open the audio with my bitches." Hogan glowed green around his image.

"Looks like you are just about to pass it? Anything?" I asked them.

"It's abandoned-looking. Maybe this was an old unpacking warehouse or something. Looks like it was built a hundred years ago, shitty crumbling red brick, lots of rusted air conditioning units, and a big parking lot. Whole thing is surrounded by a tall chain-link fence," Kate Tee said.

"Fence is opened on the north end. There is a big roller door for the garage. It looks a little new compared to the rest of the building," Xiu Mei said.

"What about windows? You see any movement in them?" I asked.

"The parking lot is big. At the narrowest sides, it is still a hundred yards from the building. From where I am, the windows are all broken or painted black. I didn't see any movement," Stacey Jones said. I saw that their locations pass the building on my map.

"Should we do another ride by?" the redhead asked.

"Yeah. Look and see if there is a way inside other than the roll-up door that Xiu Mei spotted." I saw their dots turn around on my map and then move back towards the building.

"Jae Moon is calling again," Hogan reminded me.

"Ignore it."

"I see something that might work. There is a kicked-out window near the top of the west side. There is a cover over the entry way into the warehouse, and then some giant air-treatment units that we can climb," Kate Tee said.

"It is the middle of the day. Anyone can just look over and see us climbing. Besides, everything on this building looks like it is falling apart. We should call the police." Xiu Mei was always the voice of caution.

"Fuck that. These assholes just killed hundreds of my people. I'm going to see what the fuck is going on." Kate Tee's voice was filled with anger.

"Yep. I'm not going to wait around for the police to figure this shit out," Stacey Jones agreed with her Muslim friend.

"Alright. Don't forget about me. Have you found a place for me to park?" I asked.

"There is a spot by the west side. Shouldn't be too noisy if you ride there. I'll come lead you," Xiu Mei sighed, and I saw her trajectory on my map change and head to the distant street where I sat on Funakoshi.

"Another call from Jae Moon," Hogan said.

"Ignore again," I repeated.

"Sue Zay, he might have information about your current predicament. Maybe there are more drones coming to replace the ones Emma just destroyed," Hogan said.

"Or maybe he's just calling to be a fucking grandmother like someone else I know?"

Xiu Mei skidded into view, and I fired up Funakoshi to follow her. She took me wide, up a parallel street before she crossed over eastward. There was a narrow alleyway adjacent to the building, and I was able to park my bike behind a beat-up green dumpster there.

"So how we gonna do this, Ninja Master?" Kate Tee asked.

"I'll ride with Xiu Mei, and the three of us will park next to the building." I jumped on the back of the Chinese girl's black and blue bike and wrapped my arms around her lithe waist. She hit the motor, and the electric engine spun the wheels to shoot us forward towards the building. Stacey Jones and Kate Tee fell in line behind us, and we threaded in through the open gates like a needle.

"This is all kinds of fucking stupid," Stacey Jones said.

"You just said you wanted to fucking do this!" Kate Tee hissed.

"Fuck yeah. It's still all kinds of fucking stupid." The redhead laughed.

"Ninja-style, Bosozoko Bitches." I reminded them, and they both stopped talking.

The ride across the empty parking lot felt like a funeral parade, and even though we didn't see anyone through the windows of the nearing building, I couldn't shake the feeling that four hundred pairs of eyes and just as many assault rifles were pointing at us. I half expected gunshots to ring out across the deserted lot any second.

Then we were at the corner of the building. I saw the overhang that Kate Tee spoke of, and I motioned with my hand for Xiu Mei to park the motorcycle with the front facing the exit of the lot in case we needed to leave in a hurry. Stacey Jones and Kate Tee parked in the same manner, and the four of us dismounted.

"This looks easy enough," I whispered as I looked at the overhang. It covered a walkway by the door. The door looked like it was made of steel and rusted into one piece. The overhang didn't appear like it was in much better condition, but two steel support beams seemed to be in good repair. I wrapped my gloved hands around the far side of one of them and then put the bottoms of my boots against the cylinder. In a few quick moments, I'd walked my way up the pole like a coconut farmer would scale a tree.

The roof of the overhang was rickety, but it held my weight easy enough, and I guessed it would maybe hold one more person safely. I motioned down for only one of my friends to join me, but Kate Tee was already pulling herself up onto the ledge. I helped her stand and then motioned for Stacey Jones and Xiu Mei to wait below for us.

Kate Tee pointed, and I followed her finger to the busted-open window. We would have to climb onto three massive air-treatment units that jutted out of the building like red warts, but it didn't look like there would be any sort of crazy acrobatics involved. They almost formed a stair pattern, perfect for the ninja-fucking-badass-super-secret-spying that I had in mind.

I moved to the first air unit and set my hands on top. Each one was a little over eight feet tall, and I had to stand on the tippy toes of my riding boots, latch my gloved fingers on the rusted metal, and then pull myself up slowly so that the whole thing didn't rip out of the wall. When I wasn't riding, or doing schoolwork, or fixing Funakoshi, or programming Hogan, I was lifting weights and exercising at Kate Tee's house. Pull ups were an important movement that she never let us skip, so I was thankful that I was easily able to get on top of the air blower.

The second one was in really bad shape, and I felt the massive metal box creak and sway under my weight. It definitely wouldn't carry both of us at once, so I motioned for Kate Tee to hold her position until I made it up to the third unit. Fortunately, the last one below our destination window was in good repair, and I stood on it without hearing any creaking. I looked down at Stacey Jones and Xiu Mei and saw both of the girls nervously pacing by the motorcycles. Then I reached my hand down and helped Kate Tee ascend the final air-treatment unit.

Then we poked our helmeted heads through the broken window.

The lighting inside was surprisingly good. There were new-looking lamps hanging from the ceiling, and the floor of the place was polished almost to a mirror shine. It actually reminded me somewhat of Jae's carefully maintained garage. Then I noticed that there was a kind of metal catwalk on multiple levels around the perimeter of the building. The metal looked rusted and in ill-repair, but I quickly realized that the damage was mostly on the far side of the warehouse. The walkway under me looked safe enough to stand on. I also saw the cream-colored executive pod parked in the middle of the polished floor.

Then I saw the desks.

There were three of them, piled high with computer tech, dozens of TV screens, and stuff that looked suspiciously like the kind of shit you would use to make bombs. The news was playing on most of the TV screens, and I wasn't surprised to see all of them turned to the bomb coverage.

In the center of the mess of desks, a man paced back and forth. He was tall, probably six and a half feet, with a short but full beard. The man seemed to be on the phone since he was looking at the screen on his watch. I reached under the glove on the back of my left hand to augment the audio sensors on my helmet.

"I don't know what the fuck happened. They were working just fine, and then they both went down. Didn't you say that you had this shit covered?" The man paused, and I kept pushing the volume up on my helmet, but I still couldn't hear what the dickhead on the phone said to the lean motherfucker.

"Hey, Robby," the man pacing by the computers called out across the warehouse. I turned my attention to the direction he spoke in and saw two smaller tables eighty feet away. On one table sat a stack of black assault-looking weapons, on the other table was a card game. The three goons I recognized from breakfast were sitting around the cards, and one looked over at the shouting man.

"Wah?" I didn't recognize the accent, but it definitely wasn't Californian.

"You sure you weren't fucking followed? We just lost two drones."

"Naw. We weren't fuccckan follllowed. We didn't eann stop the pod 'til the train stayshan," the big goon motherfucker shouted in accented English and then turned his attention to the card game.

"Hogan, are you recording this?" I dared to whisper to the Australian-themed AI unit. I didn't have an easy watch command to turn on the visual recording function for my helmet, and I didn't want to look away for half a minute while I fiddled with my skin controls. Hogan's image glowed green, and I guessed that he had either just turned it on or that he already had it working when I first pushed my helmeted face into the window.

"He said he wasn't followed. Could have been a random corporations' defense drones." Tall fucker shrugged his shoulders. "No, no. There's been nothing going on here. I'm just waiting for you to tell me when to hack Cordia." I turned to look at Kate Tee, and she gave me a wide-eyed expression. Cordia was the name of the corporation that ran the high-speed rail network throughout all of San Francisco and the surrounding counties. It practically formed the arteries of Northern California and helped tens of millions of people move through the valley every day. Did this guys want to destroy Silicon Valley's other public transportation also?

"Why do you want me to wait?" The tall man sighed with obvious disappointment. "Yeah, it is right here on my computer. I can just hit a button and it will execute." He gestured at his center table, but I couldn't really see exactly where he pointed.

"Okay. Couple of hours. Got it. I'm going to send the guys out for some food then. I'm fucking hungry." There was a pause, and the tall, bearded man shook his head.

"No. No. No. I need to feed my genius. Robby said no one followed him. You gave me these guys and told me they weren't fuck-ups. Are they good, or do you think someone followed them?" He paused for a few seconds. "Yeah. That is what I thought. So here's the deal: They go get me food, and then, when you figure you want to do this thing I spent the last six months planning for you, wire the money to my account and give me a call. Get it?" He paused again and then nodded.

"Good. Hey Robby!" the tall man shouted again. "Your boss wants you to go get me lunch."

"Got it." The three men stood up and reached for their dangerous-looking assault weapons.

"Whoa, whoa, whoa." The bearded man took out his ear piece and set it on the table. "You don't all need to leave. Do you meatheads fucking hold hands when you go to the bathroom? For the love of Joseph Smith." the goons turned to look at each other. The one that Tall Fuck was calling Robby shrugged his shoulders and walked to the car alone.

"Waayoo want?" the muscular man asked. Damn, what was that accent? It could have been Gutter English from a dozen different countries.

"I don't care. Here." The tall man threw a bundled-up wad of cash that the goon caught without much of a thought. "Just get a bunch of stuff for the four of us; we might be here all fucking day. McTacoKingJr is fine, whatever is the quickest."

"Goo it," the goon said and then stepped into the car. I was starting to think the accent was Gutter English from the UK area. The roller door rose, and I looked at Kate Tee. She read my mind and ducked out of the window to warn our two friends to move the bikes further away from the corner where they were parked. There was a chance that Robby wouldn't notice them on his way out, but our suits and steeds were painted very loudly. He would definitely see us on the way back unless they pushed the motorcycles further against the rear side of the building.

The door finished its ascent, and the pod backed out of the warehouse. I could see it do a turnaround in the abandoned parking lot and drive towards the gate exit. Then the door started to roll back down, and the tall bearded man sat in front of his computer screens.

I felt a light tap on my shoulder and Kate Tee gave me a thumb up to indicate that Stacey Jones and Xiu Mei had moved the bikes and escaped detection. I nodded in return and then focused my attention on the tall fucker behind the computers. He didn't look like the crazy kind of fucker who would kill hundreds of people. The man had comfortable-looking khaki pants, a buttoned-down, blue-striped shirt, and, when he put his feet up on the table, I could see that he wore rugged cowboy boots. He also didn't seem nervous or twitchy. His body language signalled impatient, but calm. Maybe this wasn't the guy responsible for the bombing? Maybe when he had spoken about Cordia on his phone it wasn't as dastardly as I had assumed.

"Ha!" The bearded man leaned his head back and let out a triumphant shout after about five minutes had passed. "Look at all these dumb fuckers." He pointed at the TVs and their endless stream of news coverage about the bombing tragedy. Then the tall man glanced around and yelled over at the goons. "Hey, you guys should be watching the screens. We've done some good fucking work today."

"Nawwww, we just wannna play cards, Bouss," one of goons said. They weren't even looking at the tall man.

"You guys are so fucking boring, but, alas, your company is the price that must be paid."

"Waayyya meeen, Bouss?" I realized that Robby was probably the leader because his accent was the least thick.

"I'm already bored, so I'm not going to fucking dumb it down for you. Ugh." He stretched in his chair and fixed his attention on the news feeds.

I felt Kate Tee tug on my arm, and I looked at my friend. It was hard to see through the glass on our helmets, but I could make out enough of her expression to understand that she wanted to get the fuck out of here.

"I'm going to go take a giant shit. Don't fucking touch my computer. Understand?" The tall, bearded man stood from his chair with long stretch.

"Goot it, Bouss," one of the goons said without looking up from his cards.

"Can you fuckers just pretend that you're doing your job for a few minutes? Like maybe look around the building? Do a fucking patrol? Maybe touch your guns so that I think they didn't just send me a bunch of jack-offs? We just bombed the fuck out of San Bruno, and you guys are sitting around fingering each other's assholes like it is Pioneer Day."

"Goot it, Bouss," the goon repeated. He still didn't look up from his cards, and the tall asshole shook his head and muttered to himself while he walked to the far end of the warehouse. There were a series of doors there, and he opened one of them before he stepped into what I guessed was the bathroom.

Kate Tee pulled lightly on my arm, and I looked at her. The pretty blonde girl gestured down away from us towards the motorcycles and raised her eyebrows. I shook my head, made a typing motion with my fingers, and pointed inside the window. My friend's eyes got super ginormous, and she shook her head violently. I shook my head in return and pointed at the computer desk aggressively. We needed to get that computer. If that asshole really did have another terrorist attack up his sleeve, then I might be able to stop it if I got the hardware. Even if the computer didn't hold the answer to what was going on, I was sure that Jae and Caleb could hack into it and either figure out who these people were or at least get enough evidence to keep me safe if the police ever pinned me at the train station.

Kate Tee pointed back inside and then made her arms look like a rifle, complete with a bucking motion when it fired. Then she smacked me on the arm and raised her shoulders as if to say I was a complete idiot.

I was probably a complete fucking idiot, but I didn't think there would be another opportunity to snatch the computer. Tall Fucker wasn't at his table, one goon wasn't around, and the other two were busy playing cards across the room and weren't paying attention. It had to be now or they could trigger whatever terrorist strike that had planned. Then countless more people would die.

Kate Tee grabbed my arm, and I could feel her hands gain some sort of crazy momma bear strength. She shook her head again and pointed down at the motorcycles. I shook my head, gave her the stink eye, and pointed back at the bikes while I rolled my finger. She leaned her head back in despair and then shook her helmeted head in defeat. I pulled my arm out of her grip and crawled in through the broken window.

As soon as my gloved hands and leather padded knees touched the metal catwalk, I felt my adrenaline surge to a strangely euphoric state. Then I almost immediately felt the terror seize my stomach, and I found myself trembling. What the fuck was I doing? These assholes were made of solid muscle and had fucking military-looking rifles. As soon as they saw me, they would shoot me full of holes. All they had to do was turn their heads slightly and they would notice me crawling on the metal above them.

I started crawling. Oh fuck me.

These boots weren't made for walking, or crawling, or doing anything else outside of hanging on motorcycle pegs and protecting me in a crash, but I somehow managed to slither to the end of the catwalk and descend half way down the stairs without the muscleheads noticing me from across the massive warehouse. My hands touched the smooth, polished concrete of the floor, and I let out a long sigh of half relief and terror.

My face was sweating inside my helmet, and the rest of my body was burning up in the enclosed leather riding suit. It felt like I was sitting in a jacuzzi, or that I had my own little private sauna hell enclosed around me. I could hear my heart beating a frantic gallop, and I took one last measured breath before I began my slow journey across the polished floor towards the three tables.

I crawled out in the open now. All the giant goons had to do was turn their heads over to me and I'd be seen, without question. I wore a fucking black set of riding leather with bright pink trim, and the floor was stark white. I stuck out like an oil slick on hospital tile.

I was half way there and one of the muscled, scary dickbags coughed loudly into his hand. I froze my crawl and risked a glance over to them while my heart and lungs screamed with terror. Oh fucking Nephi-Jesus-Gabriel-Satan-Lucifer-Spaghetti Monster, this was the end. The goon cleared his throat and then nodded his head back to his cards. I felt my heart slow its rocket-ship trajectory, and I resumed my crawling. The tables seemed to be a thousand yards away, but suddenly I was sliding under one of them.

I came up to a crouch as quietly as I could and froze when my leather suit made a rubbing creak. It sounded way too fucking loud in my audio-enhanced helmet feed, but I didn't see the goons glance over toward me. Even if they had, I was partially hidden behind the stacks of monitors and rolls of power cables. It wouldn't be good enough to conceal me if they actually focused on the tables, but if they took a quick glance, they might mistake my black leather for part of the screens.

The table top was a mess of TV and computer-screen power cables. It looked like the tables had been hastily set up and the tall, bearded fuck hadn't cared to organize anything. I found the computer off to one side. It was one of the traveling pocket models, about the size of a stack of note cards. It was black with a single power cord entering it. All the other peripherals must have connected to it wirelessly. I saw that it plugged into a long extension cord emerging from the wall by the entrance to the bathrooms. I ducked down under the table, located the computer's plug, and pulled it from the female part. Then I stood half way so that my suit wouldn't fucking squeak again, and I grabbed the small computer. It was easy enough to wrap the cord around it half a dozen times, and the unit slid into the front pocket of my suit with only a tiny whisper of noise.

Okay. The hard part was over.

I crouched again and resumed my return crawl across the glass-like floors. I could see Kate Tee's helmet peering at me from the distant window, and I started to believe that I was going to get out of here with turning into a dead kitty cat.

Then the toilet flushed.

My heart was already going stupid fast with a dizzying mixture of terror and adrenaline, but it suddenly kicked on the super afterburners, and I felt my vision swim. Fucking move bitch, fucking move bitch, fucking move Sue Zay! I started chanting to myself, and I tried to increase my pace of crawl while fighting my urge to be silent. I could almost feel the waves of terror coming from Kate Tee's helmet, and I wondered if she was sweating as much as I was.

The sound of the sink came through the audio of my helmet, and even Hogan's face looked wide eyed on my helmet display. I couldn't ever recall programming him to look afraid, but there was no mistaking the terror on the AI's handsome face. He knew enough not to speak into my helmet, but I bet he was ready to chastise me for the next twenty-four hours once I made it out of here.

If I made it out of here.

I reached the catwalk and felt a speckle of joy lace my muscles. Okay, like forty more yards up these stairs and through that window. Then I'd be out of here and bragging to my Bosozoku Bitches about how fucking badass of a ninja I was. The best part was that Kate Tee watched me do the whole thing. She'd do all the bragging for me, and I could sit back and enjoy the rain of praise from the girls. I just had to get to that fucking window.

My helmet was fogging up. It had a vent system that could be powered on, but Hogan hadn't engaged it yet. I didn't need to see that far to crawl, so I didn't really need it to work, but a glance at the goons sitting at the card table confirmed that their outlines were blurry. I was working way too hard at this.

"Oh yeah. That was like the biggest piece of pipe I've laid in the last three- what the fuck?" I heard the tall motherfucker's voice rip through the silence of the warehouse and slam into my skull like an ice pick.

"Who the fuck is that? What are you two doing? Shoot that asshole!" His voice was a screech, and I didn't even bother to look at the tall, bearded man. I just jumped to my feet and sprinted the last twenty yards to the window. Kate Tee had pulled her head out of the way already, and I ducked through the opened spot of sunlight as quickly as I could.

Kate Tee was already on the lowest of the three air units and bounding to the overhang. I saw Stacey Jones and Xiu Mei were already on their bikes, and they urgently waved for me to get my fucking ass down there.

My audio was still turned up on the helmet, and I yelped when the explosive sounds of gunshots echoed into my brain. I heard the bullets whizz past my head, break the small bits of glass still on the window, and slam into the brick of the building from the inside. I jumped off the air vent I was on and landed on the lower one with a thud.

The vent let out a screech of death and started to rip from the rusted metal pieces that fastened the massive machine to the ancient building. Fuck me, I'd forgotten that this one was on death's door, and a lurching sensation confirmed that I was about to ride the rusty piece of tetanus some fifty feet to the ground. I heard my friends scream with surprise, and I tried to roll forward off the descending thing.

The sky spun, metal screeched, and bullets pounded against the brick wall next to me. I felt my shoulders connect with the rusted metal of the lowest unit, and I tried to halt my somersault, but I had too much momentum, and I rolled off the edge and fell the remaining eight feet to smash into the overhang.

The front of my helmet smacked into the rusted metal-roof-tile mixture of the overhang, and the air was punched out of my body. My vision blurred before it got bright yellow, and then I heard the bitches screaming at me to get up. I tasted blood in my mouth and used the power of my terror-laced adrenaline to force my muscles to move. I rolled over to the left and grabbed onto the edge of the overhang with my gloved fingers.

"Let's fucking goooo!" Kate Tee was shouting when I dropped to the parking lot with the grace of a sack of potatoes. Stacey Jones and Xiu Mei had already peeled out, but Kate Tee was waiting for me. I jumped on the back of my blonde friend's black and yellow trimmed motorcycle with much more athleticism than my fall off the roof, and she twisted the throttle of her bike as if she was breaking the neck of a chicken.

The front end threatened to lift off the ground, but Kate Tee and I were used to the reactions of super bikes. We both leaned forward, and the motorcycle squealed with surprise. The tires caught, the front stayed on the road, and Kate Tee's bike jumped out from behind the side of the building like a springing tiger.

"The roll-up door is coming up!" My bitches were screaming a cocktail of terrorized commentary and self-congratulating appraisal. My shout about the door cut through the mix, and we raced to the edges of the abandoned parking lot.

Then the cream-colored executive pod pulled into the entrance of the gate and stopped at the mouth.

"Fuck!" the four of us screamed.

"There's enough room! Go around!" Xiu Mei was at the point of our motorcycle caravan, and she angled her black and blue steed at the narrow space between the chain-link fence opening and the passenger side of the self-driving car. I checked my rear display and saw the three men duck under the rolling door and point scary-looking weapons at me. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

"Take the driver side, Kate Tee!" I screamed at the girl and pulled with the arms I had around her slender waist in the direction I wanted. Stacey Jones slipped out of the parking lot on the passenger side, and I saw the driver door open. Under most circumstances, Kate Tee might have argued with me about the obviously suicidal strategy of riding her motorcycle right next to a fucker with a gun who wanted to shoot us, but she did what I asked without question. We both leaned in the saddle to change the angle of her approach toward the space between the open door and the side of the fence.

I heard shots fire from the building, but I didn't feel anything hit us, and within a few seconds we were right at the executive pod blockade.

"Shhhhhhhhhhhhhiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiitttttttttttttt!" Kate Tee shrieked as we darted past the front bumper of the car. Robby's door was half open, and I saw a massive arm emerging from inside the pod. A meaty hand closed around a black pistol, and I guessed that the man was probably shocked that we'd decided to flee right next to him.

The space for Kate Tee's bike to fit narrowed every nano second that we sped forward and that Robby's door opened. There wasn't nearly enough space for us to fit through, but I had a plan, or at least a really fucking dumb idea that was probably going to kill all of us.

I moved my hands to the side of Kate Tee's tight riding suit, pinched the leather there as hard as I could between my gloved fingers, and leaned back in the seat. Then I threw out my left leg as far as I could kick and aimed the bottom of my boot at the pod's door.

I didn't know for sure how fast we were going when the impact happened. But three things seemed to happen all at once. The first was that my whole fucking left leg went numb. Like I'd just plunged the limb into a vat of ice water. The shock went up through my spine, and I almost lost my grip on Kate Tee's suit.

Second, the door slammed closed with a sound that closely resembled the gunshots behind us. There was a scream of shock, and I saw Robby's goddamn gun-holding-hand fly away from the door in a spray of blood.

Third was that Kate Tee hadn't expected the impact, or my change in body position, and her motorcycle started to lose traction and tilt out of control as soon as we punched past the door. She shouted in surprise, and I felt the bike lose speed as she let off the throttle and struggled to gain control.

"Lean left!" I shouted over her scream, and she followed my instruction. My helmeted head almost clipped the back bumper of the pod when she turned the motorcycle, and I felt both of her wheels break free of the asphalt. The bike leaned over way too much, and my helmet inched closer to the slithering roadway. I should have shit myself right there and then, but this current situation seemed rather tame compared to the last few minutes of getting shot at and then taking someone's hand off with a motorcycle ninja kick.

"Get uppppp you fuck!" I couldn't tell if Kate Tee was screaming at me or her motorcycle, but the tires suddenly slammed into the curb across the street from the parking lot we'd just escaped, and her bike righted itself in a sudden punch of movement. I hadn't expected the jolt, and maybe Kate Tee hadn't either, but we were able to hang on and didn't slingshot into the closest brick building. The blonde Muslim girl had let off the throttle to control her bike, but she twisted on it again, hard, and we darted in the direction we had been facing. I glanced over to my left and saw the three fuckers from the warehouse sprinting across the parking lot with guns in hand.

"Funakoshi is up ahead," I reminded Kate Tee.

"I'm not slowing down. We need to get the fuck out of here. They have guns!" Her voice was past a panicked shrill.

"Don't slow down, I'll fucking jump off. I'm not leaving him."

"Damn it!" we came up to the dumpster that my motorcycle hid behind, and she slowed her own bike to a crawl so I could get off safely.

"Go, go, go, go," she chanted as I jumped from her saddle and flung myself on Funakoshi's back. His engine started awake with a tornado's screech, and I waited a few seconds for the systems to boot while I flipped up the kick stand and rolled him away from the trash bin. I should have parked him for a quick exit.

"What the fuck happened?" Stacey Jones asked over our helmets.

"They are the terrorists. I just stole their computer." I sounded like I was telling them I ordered an extra scoop of ice cream on my sundae.

"Please let's just talk about it later. Go, go go," Kate Tee begged me and then started praying in Arabic, or maybe it was Farsi. She spoke both of them, and I had trouble telling the difference.

"Let's go!" I slammed on the throttle, anchored my left foot into the pavement, and spun Funakoshi around in a half circle to point at the back of Kate Tee's motorcycle. She sped ahead, and I quickly followed her out of the alleyway.

"Thanks for turning on my helmet fans, Hogan." They had started spinning as soon as I exited the building, and I couldn't have escaped the cream-colored executive pod barricade if I hadn't of been able to see.

"Sue Zay, you've just performed some extremely dangerous-"

"Ahhh, ahhh, ahhh!" I snapped at him. "I know you're mad, but save the lecture for later tonight. We need to get distance between ourselves and these angry-ass motherfucking psychos." I leaned Funakoshi out onto the main drag by the 880 and caught up to my three friends.

"I can't fucking believe you did that!" Kate Tee screeched. Her voice was half angry and half astounded.

"Okay, what the fuck just happened?" Stacey Jones asked.

"Let's talk on the way out of here. I'm not going to feel safe until we are out of Oakland." As soon as I said the words, I saw a cream-colored car drift angrily onto the road half a mile behind us.

"Shit!" the four of us cursed, and we simultaneously twisted our grips to fly away.

"Jump on the 880 Southbound." The ramp was up ahead, and Xiu Mei led our escape up the road to the interstate. We picked up our speed to 140 once we hit the smooth road and didn't speak until the signs indicated that we were entering Fremont.

"Okay, can we pull the fuck over? We need to talk about this shit, and I'm shaking so bad that my pussy is numb." Kate Tee's question broke the somber silence.

"Yeah. Fine. Let's get off here." We had bunched together on the road in a two by two formation, and we angled to the next off ramp like a group of synchronized swimmers. There was a McTacoKingJr on the adjacent corner, and I nodded toward it. The back of the lot only had a few cars in it, and there was a walking path at the rear that led to some apartment towers.

"Hogan, when did you start recording?" I asked as soon as we parked and turned off our engines.

"I started when you looked in the window, Sue Zay. I predicted that you would want the information to show to the police or Jae Moon," the Aussie voice said.

"I could fucking kiss you, you hunk of sexy computer chips."

"Thank you." He smiled, and then his image frowned. "But we should still converse about the risk that you-"

"Ehh, ehhh, ehh, later. Can you push the video and audio to their helmets for playback?" I pointed at the girls.

"Yes. Hold briefly."

"Got it," the girls repeated after a few seconds. Our helmets replayed the scene of the terrorists at the computer until I started to argue with Kate Tee.

"I still can't fucking believe you went down there. You crazy, crazy bitch." Kate Tee shook her head and laughed.

"I know we are all okay now, but this is hard to watch. My heart is racing," Stacey Jones said.

"Ugh, I forgot to record from my helmet. I doubt I was as nervous as you, but I was fucking sure they were going to see you and I would watch them shoot you dead." Kate Tee's hand grabbed my shoulder and squeezed.

"Fuck, this is crazy," Stacey Jones said after the video moved to me jumping behind the dumpster to get on Funakoshi. "What do we do with this computer?"

"I'm not sure. I should probably give it to Over Zipf and see if he can hack it or something. I don't know if they can do whatever crazy thing they have planned, but I'm hoping that I just took a giant shit on their birthday cake."

"What about Jae?" Xiu Mei asked.

"Fuck him. I don't even know if he's part of this thing. He could have set me up from the start."

"I dunno, Sue Zay, he sounded rather concerned on the phone earlier today. Fuck, that feels like a lifetime ago," Stacey Jones said with a sigh.

"Hmmm, yeah. Maybe he isn't, but I want to get this shit figured out on my own so I feel like I'd have some leverage."

"What's next? Back to my house?" Kate Tee asked.

"Yeah, then we'll wait until Over Zipf calls me tomorrow. Mind if I spend the night?"

"I'd love it. You can all spend the night if you want!" I imagined Kate Tee's brain was already spinning into party-planning mode.

"Sounds good to- Fuck!" Stacey Jones screamed and pointed behind us. I heard a screech of tires, and we turned out heads.

A cream-colored executive pod slid to a stop as soon as it turned past the McTacoKingJr building.

"Fuck!" the rest of us echoed.

"Through the pathway!" I fired up Funakoshi and aimed him at the narrow walking path. It was going to be tight fit for a motorcycle, but I'd be able to squeeze though. The other girls were closer to the exit, and they shot through the narrow opening like water pouring out of a spout.

I heard a snap behind me, and something smacked me in the back. I gasped with surprise and lurched forward in my seat. My stomach turned to ice, and I drove Funakoshi through the entrance to the walkway. I saw the men running after me, and I laid on the throttle a bit more to increase my speed.

"I'm hit!" I shouted into my helmet at the other girls.

"No!" they yelled.

"Where? Are you okay?" Xiu Mei squeezed her question through the other two girls' horror.

"In the back. Feels like someone kicked me in the spine." The walkway was twisty, and I did my best to navigate the turns through the forested greenbelt. Up ahead, I saw an older woman walking her dog. Xiu Mei laid on her horn, and the woman did a sideways dive into some bushes to avoid getting run over.

"How did they find us?" Stacey Jones asked while we bobbed and weaved through the greenbelt sidewalk. We were driving at about 30 miles per hour, and I was somewhat surprised that we could maintain that sort of speed through these blind turns. I was also surprised that I wasn't coughing up blood and on death's door. In fact, while my back hurt, it actually didn't feel that bad. It must have been the adrenaline.

"We need to get her to the hospital!" Xiu Mei cried.

"It's the computer! That is how they found us!" I shouted. Tall Bearded Terror Fucker must have put some sort of tracking device inside. Makes sense; if this thing has code to hack into Cordia, then he'd probably want to be able to track it down if it went missing.

"Hospital first," Xiu Mei stated again.

"No, we need to think of something else," I said. "If they can track the computer, then we need to keep on the move. We definitely aren't returning to Kate Tee's house."

"Let's stop once we get out of here and look at your back," Stacey Jones said. As soon as the words left her mouth, the greenbelt opened into an apartment parking lot. My three friends stopped their bikes and got off the saddles when I joined them.

"Can you take off your suit?" Stacey was already unzipping the front of my leathers.

"Yeah," I winced and unfastened the cuffs. It hurt like fucking crazy to move my shoulders and pull my arms out of the leather. I wore a cotton riding shirt under my suit, and it was soaking wet from the exertion of my day.

"I don't see any blood. Weird." Stacey Jones was examining my back. I felt her hands lift the wet cotton to expose my bare skin. "Giant red mark here though."

"Oh fuck, look at this." Kate Tee tugged on my leathers. "Here is the bullet. Caught you right in the Kevlar spine guard. Holy shit." The blonde girl let out a long whistle. "A few inches in either direction and you would have lost one of your lives."

"Fuck," I said. "We need to move before they are on to us again." I pushed my arms back into my suit, and Stacey Jones helped zip up the leather.

"We can't just keep moving all day. We need a plan," Xiu Mei said. She'd been looking at the end of the parking lot, and I guessed she was worried that the cream-colored car would turn the corner any second.

"I've got a plan," I sighed. "Hogan, call up Jae."

"Yes, Sue Zay," my AI pal said. Within a few seconds, I heard a beep to indicate that the line had been picked up.

"Sue Zay? Are you okay? I've called you twenty-three times." His handsome face appeared on my helmet display, and I could tell he was worried.

"Yeah, and just like you said earlier: I've got good news and bad news." I laughed, and he raised a perfect eyebrow.
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Chapter 11

 

"No, don't hold your hand out like that. Fingers pointing to the ground. Like you are going to grab a baton at a track meet or something," I said over the line to Caleb. I saw the tattooed man's right arm change the way it extended out of the window of the pod to follow my instructions better.

"How's that?" he asked.

"Perfect. Here I come." I spun Funakoshi's engine, and I moved up next to the car that Caleb and Pavel occupied. My fingers found the computer in my front pocket, and I pulled it out with a practiced movement. Then I placed the small black device in Caleb's hand as I rode by them.

"Got it!" he said.

"Good. So am I done here?" I asked. My Bosozoku Bitches were a few miles behind me on the 101. We were heading south and had just gotten out of East San Jose.

"Maybe," Jae said over the line.

"No, no, no. What kind of bullshit are you trying to pull, Jae?" I twisted Funakoshi's throttle and quickly put half a mile between me and the pod.

"Let's go private with this conversation," Jae sighed. I saw my helmet display show that Caleb had dropped off the call. I hadn't hooked my girls into the conversation.

"You knew that this was going to be a dangerous relationship," Jae began, and the purr of his voice in my ear made me shiver against my will.

"Yeah," I admitted.

"Is it a question of the money? We still need your help." I couldn't see the man's face on my display and that was probably good. I might not have been able to resist his gorgeousness.

"Money is important, but I also don't want to get shot full of holes." The bruise on my back was still aching. I was looking forward to putting ice on it back at Kate Tee's house later today.

"I don't want you shot full of holes either, Sue Zay. I am quite fond of you." My heart did a little ballerina spin in my chest, and I tried to keep from giggling. Focus, Sue Zay, you're a badass bitch and not a sex-starved, twitterpated schoolgirl.

"The fact of the matter is that you may have just saved thousands of people's lives by snatching this computer," Jae continued. "We'll know once Caleb can hack into it, but I think it is safe to say that everyone in Silicon Valley owes you one."

"Too fucking bad they'll never know." I laughed and felt my shoulders relax a bit. I had thought Jae would pull some sort of heavy-handed tactics to get me to continue to work with him, but I now realized he was going to compliment the hell out of me until I cooperated. His strategy would probably work.

"But I know, and my team knows. The bad guys also know."

"Did you just call them 'bad guys'? Come on, Jae. That sounds cartoony." I smirked into my helmet, but the male model couldn't see me.

"I don't recognize the hacker from your helmet video, but I am guessing who he works for. If they find out who you are, you will not be safe."

"This story sounds like it is going to end up with me doing more work for you so that I have to protect myself," I said. "Who is that tall, bearded fucker working for?" I asked.

"I would prefer not to say for now, but they are neither Mormon nor Muslim. They are trying to play each faction against each other. I might not be correct with my assumptions either. That is why I still need your help today, and in the future."

I said nothing for a few seconds while I chewed on his words. There was an organization trying to pit Mormons and Muslims against each other? It sounded like the obvious plot of a shitty B movie. Both religions had practically been at war with each other since the 50s. Way the fuck before I was born. There didn't need to be a shadowy organization in the background pulling the strings.

But then again, there had been Mormons on that train and Muslims in the buildings that were wrecked by the bomb. The entire world seemed to always be teetering on the edge of another Crusade, or Jihad, or whatever they fucking called it when assholes just killed everyone who didn't pray to the same name.

"Will you help us again?" he asked after my silence seemed to become too much for him.

"You said you needed my help today? I already got you the computer. What else do you need?"

"They are going to continue to chase the device. I'm asking Caleb to see if it is a hardware or software tracker. If it is the former, then we can detach it and keep it sending a signal."

"You don't think they will know it has been tampered with?"

"Didn't you say they chased you into the parking lot of a McTacoKingJr? If they didn't need the computer, then they would have just let you go and used backup software. I will bank on their hubris and desire to get the device back."

"You seem to know these assholes better than me. What is the plan?"

"We keep the tracker going, deliver it to a safe house, wait for them to show up, and then capture them." His voice sounded confident in the plan.

"They have three big-ass fuckers with big-ass guns, Jae. You've got a crazy Russian motherfucker, a cute girl who pilots drones, and a skinny guy who can cook a mean steak. This sounds like a terrible idea."

"And I have one of the best motorcycle riders in the world," he said. "I'll also pay you fifty thousand dollars."

My brain spun at the number he said. Ten grand had been a really nice chunk of change that would have paid for a bunch of new parts for Funakoshi, gas for the next six months, and maybe an upgrade to my soy-noodle diet. Fifty thousand meant I could buy a bunch of new clothes, a new riding suit, enter any race I wanted this year, and, most importantly, not have to rely on my girls to pay my way anymore.

But then again, Mom wanted an answer from me tomorrow about her job offer. The salary she was throwing around at me made Jae's offer seem cute.

Did he really need my help that bad? Despite my earlier joking, the man did seem to have a capable team. Pavel alone was scary as fuck. If Emma was a great pilot and Caleb was a good hacker, then he might not need to worry about the three goons with the big guns. Maybe Emma's drones could deal with them before they presented any danger.

I thought again about the mushroom cloud hovering over the train tracks. I saw the scraps of metal and magnet flying through the air. I recalled the thousands of craters in the buildings next to the tracks. What did the rescue crews find inside each apartment? Probably families riddled with dozens of holes, hallways filled with blood, and the screams of dying innocents. It may have been dumb luck that had gotten me mixed up with Jae and his friends, but I was in for a pound now. I wanted to see this shit through and bring whoever these fucking assholes were to justice.

"You're wrong, Jae," I said, "You don't just have 'one of the best motorcycle riders in the world.' I am the best. Don't fucking forget it."
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Chapter 12

 

"Annnnnddddd, you just want me to fucking park my bike in front of the house?" I tried to keep the dismay from my voice.

"No, park across the street, then walk a few blocks over so that you aren't in any danger."

"Didn't you hear me say a few hours ago that I was the best motorcycle rider in the world?"

"Yes, I did, and I'm sure you are. However, that doesn't mean you are prepared to go toe to toe with these men," Jae said over my helmet.

"You're 'sure I am'? I have the fucking trophies to prove it," I lied. I'd actually never kept one. Still, the man I wanted to make my fuck toy was probably right. Caleb had pried the tracer chip out of the terrorist's computer and hooked it up to an external power source. But my new partners decided that they wanted to leverage the story that a bunch of girl bosozoku riders had stolen his device. Jae and Caleb both guessed that the four armed terrorists would pursue the device if they knew it was at a girl's home somewhere. If they managed to capture one of them alive, we might be able to figure out who they were working for and what software was on the computer.

"Regardless, of your racing victories, the car you helped us bug earlier is approaching, and you don't have any trophies for engaging in gunfights. Please make yourself safe."

"Fine."

"Drones are in the air, Jae." Emma's voice came across my helmet, and I stopped talking. I realized that the rest of the team had been hearing me argue with Jae, and I felt my cheeks start to heat. These people were professionals, and if I wanted to hang with them, then I needed to stop whining.

I keyed the back of my hand to mute my phone and sighed. I guess I should be happy. It seemed like I wasn't going to really be doing any sort of work this afternoon and I'd still get paid. I looked around the quiet suburban street, parked Funakoshi across the road from the house where Caleb and Pavel were waiting, and then got off the saddle.

"Hogan, open the line to the girls." His picture glowed green at my command.

"I'm here," I said to them.

"What do you see?" Stacey Jones asked.

"Just a bunch of suburban homes. Bungalow style. What is this like an historic district or something?"

"Alamitos didn't want any skyscrapers. Those old houses are probably worth ten million each," Xiu Mei explained.

"Half of them look abandoned." The windows of the home where I parked Funakoshi were boarded up. There was orange spray paint over the wood, stucco, and brick parts of the home. None of the lawns I could see had been mowed, and there were dry, dead stalks of grass rising as high as my shoulder. There were a few cars on the street, older-model pods or beat-up manual drive shipping trucks. I'd parked Funakoshi by a rusted one that looked like it was closer to piece of 2020s depression art than an actual vehicle.

"Chinese own most of the real estate here. Have for the past eighty years. They are waiting for the city to change the building codes. Then the investors will sell or develop the land into apartment towers," my Chinese friend said.

"Why don't they just rent them out?" I glanced at the home that Pavel and Caleb were supposed to be inside. It actually looked like one of the nicer ones within view. Or at least, the lawn seemed to have been mowed recently, there was no spray paint on the white stucco, and the roof wasn't falling apart. It still appeared as if it was a hundred years old, and it probably was.

"Too much hassle. California has all these renter-rights laws that would prevent them from raising the price. Yeah, it is dumb." Stacey Jones sighed.

"Meanwhile, I'm living in an abandoned garage in East San Jose and spending two thousand a month. I should just squat in one of these." I laughed and began to follow Jae's orders by walking down the street.

"You could just come live with me, bitch. I've asked you like thirty times," Kate Tee huffed.

"Yeah, I know. I'll think about it some more. You are starting to tempt me with your tight little ass." The four of us laughed.

A group of kids carrying various sticks and poles walked by and gawked at me. It must have looked odd that I was still walking around with my helmet on. They were probably in junior high, or maybe high school, or maybe not. Their clothes were pretty dirty, and they were thin. They could have been squatting in one of the nearby homes.

"Hey, you four wanna make some money?" I stopped a few steps after we passed each other and turned around.

"Yeah," one of them said. He was the tallest of the group and was carrying a golf club and baseball in his hands.

"You play on this street?" I asked.

"Yeah," the boy confirmed.

"See my bike?" I pointed at Funakoshi. The kids glanced over and then looked back at me.

"See that house?" I pointed to the home across the street.

"What about it?"

"Play around here, there is going to be a bunch of ugly fucks that pull up on the street. They might ask you if you saw me get off my bike. Tell them that I went into that house if they ask. Got it?" I pulled a few hundred dollars out of my suit pocket and held it out to the kid. If Jae hadn't paid me for the job already, then it would have been the last of my funds for the month.

"What if they don't ask?" He eyed the cash in my hands, but didn't reach for it.

"Then you don't have to say shit. Oh, and if they walk toward that house, then get the fuck out of here. They are mean ass motherfuckers."

"Alright." He glanced at his friends, and the other three kids were hungrily eyeing the money. He stepped forward to snatch the bills from my hand and turned back to the other three. "Let's play here," he gestured with his club and then set down the ball. It looked like they were playing some bastardized version of hockey and baseball with football tackling rules.

"Yeah, yeah, I shouldn't be getting kids involved," I said to the girls when I rounded the corner of the first street.

"Fuck, that was a good idea, actually," Stacey Jones said. "I hope the little buggers will get the fuck out of there after they rat on you."

"Does Jae want you to patrol the streets on foot?" Kate Tee asked.

"Even worse, he wants me to walk a few blocks away and wait. He wants those guys to see my bike and think I am inside. I'm just decoration for the trap."

"Thank the Holy Father," Stacey Jones sighed. "Want us to come pick you up?"

"Naw, but stay ready. I'm going to find a place to hide. This looks good. Abandoned house with a high-walled front porch. It is only a block or so away, but I'll be able to get to Funakoshi quicker." I walked up the stairs of the porch and sat behind the four-foot stucco wall of the front of the house. There were a few old beer bottles littering the space, but I kicked them aside and found a reasonably clean place to sit.

"So he just wants you to sit here? It will be dark in an hour or so," Xiu Mei said with concern. "What time is your class tomorrow?"

"Nine. Ugh, don't remind me. School is going to feel rather tame after this weekend."

"Tame is good. Tame isn't terrorists blowing up trains, killing thousands of people, and trying to shoot you," my Chinese friend said.

"Fuck, they are talking on the other line. I'll catch up with you bitches in a bit." I held the call with my girls and told Hogan to pull up the audio from the other line.

"The car is driving in front of home, Boss." Pavel's thick accent came in a whisper.

"We see them on Emma's screen," Jae said, "they just went by. Sue Zay, what is your position?"

"I'm on the next block. I turned north and am hiding behind a patio wall on the third or fourth house."

"Okay, make sure they don't see you. Looks like they are going to drive past and circle back around."

I waited another agonizing few minutes for Jae or Pavel to update. I was just about to ask, when Jae spoke.

"They are approaching the house again. There are some kids playing hockey or something in front. Okay, looks like they are asking the kids something. They pointed to the house, which is weird." I thought about telling Jae that I'd asked the kids to spot for us, but decided that it was probably better to just let it go for now.

"Wait, second car. Look at this," Emma said.

"Might just be someone random," Caleb said. His voice sounded surprisingly calm.

"No, I think we have a problem. They are approaching from the east on the same street. I think it is safe to assume that they are our target's back up," Jae said.

"Fuck, what do we do?" Caleb asked.

"Let's abort. Head out back and get to the car. Emma will cover you."

"Understood, Boss." Pavel's meaty voice sounded upset about the change in plans.

"Ahh shit," Emma said. "I've got drones on my radar. Three of them from the west. You'll be running right into them." I felt my blood freeze at Emma's words, and I hugged my arms over my chest.

"Can we get out in time?" Caleb asked.

"They probably have eyes on the house now. I'm going to need to take them out before you can move. Hang tight for a few minutes. I'm gonna lose my visual on the car at the front of the house while I engage them."

"Men getting out of car in front of house, Boss," Pavel said. His voice now sounded rather happy. "There are three. Two carry ARX-230 assault rifles. One has Glock pistol and bandage over his other arm."

"Do you see the tall, skinny guy with the beard?" I asked. I guessed that the goon with the bandage was Robby, and then I reasoned that the other two were his partners in the building. Where was the tall hacker fucker?

"No, Girl With Motorcycle. Perhaps he is in other vehicle?"

"Or he didn't even bother coming because he suspected it was a trap," I said with a heavy sigh.

"That could be, but I would want to be on the front lines of taking my own rig back if someone stole it," Caleb said. "I need a few more hours to crack the password. Then I'll know all this cocksucker's secrets."

"You don't have a few more hours, Caleb. Keep your eyes on the back door." Jae's voice was urgent and filled with concern.

"Don't worry Jae, we got this shit." I heard a shotgun load and then the sounds of metal scraping metal.

"What can I do?" I asked the team.

"Just sit tight," Jae said.

"Take control of Wasp, Jae," Emma ordered, "I can't dogfight both of them at once."

"I am not good with drones," he said.

"I've got four out the back. I see the tall, bearded fucker Sue Zay was talking about." Caleb's voice was a hushed whisper. "Two have auto shotguns. The hacker has a pistol. Last guy has an assault rifle. This is going to get messy." I was surprised he wasn't pissing himself. My stomach was twisting into knots, and I didn't know if I should run away or run towards them and try to help.

How could I even help? I didn't know how to shoot a gun. I didn't even have one. Even though Caleb and Pavel sounded calm, there was no way they would win against more than three times as many goons that had guns.

"Here we goooooooo!" Emma yelled, and the voice line went crazy with shouts, gunshots, breaking glass, and what sounded like explosions.

I sprung to my feet and paced around the dirty, forgotten patio on the empty street. I should do something. These people weren't quite my friends, but they were acting to stop a group of terrorists. Now I was just going to stand here like an asshole and listen to them die.

Fuck that.

"What are you doing, Sue Zay?" Hogan's Australian voice seemed to echo in both of my ears as I sprinted down the street.

"I'm going to go help them!" I saw my AI had muted my outgoing audio and dropped the volume from Jae's friends so that I could hear him speak over the violence.

Something fell from the sky about sixty yards from me. It was a smoking, reflective-looking black platform with four helicopter propellers on it. While it plummeted toward the street like a flicked cigarette, the drone began to spit bullets as if it was in desperate need of emptying its payload.

"Get down!" Hogan screeched, and I jumped to my right side. A half dozen plastic trash barrels were placed on the edge of the pathway leading up to one of the homes, and I slammed into them like a pink-striped bowling ball.

"Got one!" Emma shouted triumphantly. "Sue Zay, watch out!"

"Shit!" I screamed as bullets slammed into the ground around me and the trash barrels I hid behind. I felt something hit the side of my helmet, and my head ricocheted into the drive way where I lay. Panic fill my chest again, but I quickly realized that I wasn't dead or injured and that my super strong kitty cat motorcycle helmet had probably deflected the bullet like a champ.

I heard clicking from the street and peered over the trashcans to see the drone twitching on the pavement and dry firing its front machine gun. The thing looked like a broken black insect, and, as I ran closer to it, I realized that the gun on top of the platform was much larger than the big-ass rifles I'd seen the goons carry.

"Are you okay?" I heard Emma ask over our shared phone line.

"Yeah. I'm fine."

"Stay back," Jae ordered. His voice sounded stressed, and I risked a glance up to the late-afternoon sky. I saw tiny black dots in the air spinning around each other. There was no way I could tell which two were ours, but, as I watched, one started to smoke and spin out of control.

"I'm hit," Jae sighed. "Going down."

"I've got them," Emma seethed, and another of the flying drones turned into a fucking fireball that, even from this distance, looked to be as big as a baseball.

"How are Caleb and Pavel?"

"Not good," Caleb's voice came across the gunshots. "I'm pinned upstairs."

"Men out front are no longer threat, Boss." Pavel's voice sounded way too fucking happy. "I will assist Caleb in back of house."

"They are coming up the stairs," Caleb gasped, and I heard more gunshots. "I'm heading out the window. Meet you out front, Pavel!"

"Just got the last drone, I'll cover you at the front," Emma yelled, and I made a right turn onto the street that held the house and Funakoshi. It was still about two hundred yards away, and my stupid heavy boots weren't made for sprinting, but I forced my helmeted head to lean forward more and started pumping my legs as fast as I could fucking run.

"Sue Zay."

"Not now, Hogan!" I yelled.

"Look up ahead! At the end of the street," Hogan warned me. I glanced up from the cracked and worn sidewalk past the solid of piece of rust that used to be a truck, Funakoshi, and the cream-colored executive pod that Robby and his asshole friends drove, and saw what my AI had warned me about.

There were four motorcycles approaching. They were still about half a mile away down the long drag of the almost abandoned street, but they had to be a group of riders out for a Sunday pleasure jaunt, a gang of bosozokus looking for trouble, or more terrorist motherfuckers that were riding on motorcycles because the tall, bearded fucker thought we might get away again.

"There are some motorcycle riders at the far side of the street!" I said to the group after Hogan unmuted me.

"I see them. Do you think they are involved?" Jae asked.

"Better safe than sorry," I reached Funakoshi at the same time as I saw Caleb jump out of a broken window on the second story of the house. Pavel ran out of the front door, and the big-ass Russian was fucking dripping blood everywhere. His face looked like he'd taken a bite out of a gallon can of red paint, and the thick liquid was dripping from the microphone of his headset. His eyes were wide, and he held his usual machetes in his giant mitts.

Caleb ran to the edge of the roof, raised his shotgun in his right hand, grabbed onto the rain gutter with his left, and moved to swing himself down off the roof. His acrobatic feat might have been something straight out of a badass movie, but the gutter broke as soon as he put his weight on it, and the thin, tattooed man flipped onto his head and fell on top of the giant Russian. Somehow, Pavel didn't accidently slice and dice Caleb into bloody French fries, but they both tumbled onto the lawn in a heap of blood, limbs, and knives.

One of the goons poked his head out of the opened window, and then his face-head-upper body exploded into a bunch of red mist a hundredth of a second before I heard the rapid machine gun fire from a drone hovering twenty feet above me. The entire front of the fucking house started to bounce like a zillion termites were having a pants-off-dance-off. Emma was sparing no bullet in her quest to cover Caleb's blotched escape, and I motioned for the two blood-covered men to run over to me.

"Don't waste all your ammo!" Jae yelled.

"Relax, I'm at one-quarter payload," Emma yelled back. I couldn't tell if she'd killed any of the other goons besides the first one to stick his head out the window, but, from the Swiss cheese appearance of the wood around the window, I was guessing that they were all deader than the fuckers that Pavel carved into pieces with his knives.

"What about the motorcycles?" I jumped on top of Funakoshi, and he roared to life like an angry prostitute when I thumbed his switch.

"Sooo... dark black suits, new-looking black bikes, and it looks like they have submachine guns on their backs. I'm gonna guess that they aren't looking for hugs. I'll cover; watch the window," Emma said across the line. I looked up and saw the drone above me pivot ninety degrees to my right and then lean toward the oncoming riders.

"Get on my motorcycle." I gunned Funakoshi and spun him around with a screech across the street. Caleb had just untangled himself from Pavel's tree-trunk arms, and the two blood-covered men glanced at me from the front yard.

"Yeah, both of you, we gotta go!" I heard gunfire behind me, and my rear camera showed the motorcycles split on the street to avoid the bullets from Emma's drone.

Suddenly, the goddamn Russian was at my side and throwing his leg over Funakoshi. How the fuck was he so fast? Caleb hadn't even gotten off the grass of the lawn yet and was fucking around with the headset that wrapped around the back of his head. I noticed movement in the window, and I let out a yell for the tattooed man to watch out.

I felt Pavel flex his giant arm behind me, and the goon at the window fell away with a fucking butcher knife sticking out of his forehead. Holy Joseph Smith on cocaine. That was like an eighty foot distance, and the scary-ass Russian hadn't even put his body into the throw.

"Go, go, go, go!" Caleb screamed as soon as he jumped on the back metal of Funakoshi. There was no saddle back there for him to sit on, but I didn't think the three of us cared about the Russian polar-bear sandwich we were making. I still didn't want Caleb to fly off my bike, so I eased into the throttle and pushed Funakoshi down the street at mere mortal speeds. As soon as I made the turn I had run from before, I leaned my steed, and we zipped past the still-dry-firing drone.

"Good news and bad news," Emma said with a sigh.

"Ugh," Caleb and I both groaned at the same time.

"I got one of the riders. Bad news is that I'm out of ammo, and the three are heading in your direction."

"Let us off here, Girl With Motorcycle." Pavel actually started to step off Funakoshi before I'd even slowed. I slammed on the brakes so that he wouldn't lose his fucking leg and take all of us into a lay out, and the big-knife-wielding Polar Bear was already walking towards the house with the porch where I had taken refuge earlier.

"We circle around after you lead riders away. Then we find tall hacker man with beard. If not dead, we get info from him and make him wish he was." Pavel laughed evilly, and I felt an adrenaline-killing shiver descend my spine.

"Good idea, Pavel," Jae said over our line. Caleb was off the back of Funakoshi as soon as Pavel had taken a few steps, and the tattooed man gestured for me to keep riding.

"Let them see you get away. Then lose them in the city." Caleb must have forgotten that the dickbags had guns, or maybe he remembered, but didn't care. The guy had just gone toe to toe with four armed men and lived.

I figured that it would be useless to argue, so I twisted my right hand to speed away. As Caleb jumped behind the patio wall, I saw one of the motorcycle-riding goons turn a corner. I was about to make a right on a street, and I slowed so that the asshole could see my tail end whip around the corner. Then I opened Funakoshi's throttle and grabbed the clutch so that his engine would roar without really giving me any speed.

"I think they saw you, Sue Zay," Jae said. "They are closing in."

"Got it. I'm getting out of here," I said. Could those assholes shoot me from the back of their bikes? I guessed that they probably could, but wouldn't hit me. Of course, if they just threw a lot of bullets down the street after me, one might get lucky.

"They went past us. We are heading back to the house." Caleb's voice was winded, and I guessed that he was sprinting.

"Sue Zay, the San Jose Police Department has been alerted to the gun fire, and they are dispatching units and drones," Hogan said, and I noticed that my line was muted so that the rest of Jae's team couldn't hear him.

"Thanks, Hogan." I saw one of the motorcycles take the turn on the residential street behind me. These streets weren't my usual stomping ground, but I knew enough of the area to figure I could lose these guys once I pulled them away from the house. The main concern I had was keeping them close enough so that I didn't lose them right away, but also not getting turned into Sue Zay Swiss cheese.

"Jae?" I asked and saw that Hogan had unmuted my line. It was really a shame that AI tech wasn't popular anymore. Sure, most thought the world regulations had reduced them to little more than pets, but it would have been a pain in the ass to manage all these phone-line-muting-switch-a-roos manually. Then again, not everyone was riding a motorcycle at three times the speed limit, dodging bullets, and trying to coordinate two groups of people thwarting terrorists.

"They are right behind you, Sue Zay!" he shouted.

"I see them. Cops are on the way," I said."

"I just heard on the police band. Caleb and Pavel, what is the status? We have our eyes on Sue Zay," Jae said.

"We approach house, Boss," Pavel said.

"Be careful and be quick," Jae instructed.

I saw the three motorcycles closing the distance behind me, and I debated turning out of the residential area I was in and heading to more of an industrial area. Most of the homes were deserted, but I still didn't want a stray bullet to go crashing through a window and kill someone. I could also head to the freeway and would probably lose them in a few seconds, but then they might decide to turn around and catch Caleb and Pavel at the bullet-ridden house.

"Hogan." I saw him mute the line.

"Yes?"

"Keep this line muted and switch to the girls." He did as I instructed with a green flash around his picture.

"I've got three fuckers with guns chasing me on motorcycles. Got any ideas?"

"Fuck!" the three of them said.

"Can you get them on the freeway? We can help you lose them." Kate Tee's voice shouted over the moans of the other girls.

"How are you going to help me? They have guns. I can just lose them myself. I don't want your hot, little bods getting all filled with fucking led."

"Don't be such a badass bitch, Bitch," Stacey Jones growled. "We can see you on our map. We'll fall in behind them. Get them on the 85 going south, and we might be able to fuck them up on the 101 change.

"Alright." I cranked the throttle and leaned forward to keep Funakoshi's front end on the pavement. Then I drifted around a sharp corner and sped towards the freeway. After half a minute, I realized that I was losing the jack-offs behind me, and I slowed down to a fucking grandma's pace so they could catch up. They got about two hundred yards away, and the guy in front reached to his back to pull at his machine gun. I didn't even want to risk the guy getting a shot off at me, so I cranked up the speed again and left them at the next turn. The onramp for the 85 was up ahead, and I made sure that they saw me take the road.

"I don't see the hacker's body," Caleb said over my helmet speakers. Then I heard an angry screech and some gunfire.

"He is getting away. Fuck!" Caleb shouted.

"I will catch," Pavel stated his intentions as if he was telling everyone he needed to use the rest room. I heard the big Russian's breath start to come out in ragged gasps and then a slam that sounded like it actually came from inside my own molars.

"I am on pod. He will not escape," the Russian grunted.

"Sue Zay, I'm taking our drone off you to follow Pavel. Buy us some time, but don't put yourself at risk. Caleb, I'm driving the car and trying to get you," Jae said.

"Oh fuck, Jae is driving," Caleb snorted. The comment seemed really out of place given the bullets and death that were all around these fuckers. Was it possible that they were just so used to people shooting at them that they could joke about it?

"Just so you all know, my drone's battery took a hit in the dog fight. I'm running out of juice. Might only have five more minutes," Emma informed.

"Okay, do what you can," Jae said.

"Hogan, switch my audio around when I need it, okay?" I thought about my girls and realized I needed their advice to get out of this mess.

"I'm already doing that, Sue Zay," Hogan confirmed.

"I know. Keep doing a good job of it, partner."

"Bitches, I'm going to be at the 101 in a minute." I left a pause after I said 'bitches' so that Hogan knew which phone lines to switch.

"We are twenty or so car lengths behind them and hiding behind some trucks," Xiu Mei's voice was a meditative calm.

"Those are KRISS DIVOT model fifty-caliber, gas-compensated, delayed-blowback submachine guns with flash-suppressing barrels. They are accurate to almost a hundred yards," Kate Tee let out a long whistle.

"Ummm, how the fuck do you know that?" I asked, and my stomach dropped at the 'hundred yards' comment.

"I am Muslim," Kate Tee laughed.

"They aren't going to shoot us in the middle of traffic on a Sunday evening? Are they?" Stacey Jones asked. The fear was apparent in her voice.

"These guys just blew up a chunk of San Bruno and murdered hundreds of people. If they think we stole their computer, then they are probably more than happy to execute a bunch of biker bitches," I said.

"Ahhhh!" Pavel sighed loudly on my line, and I heard gunshots. "Boss, I had to get off car. Man With Beard shot at me."

"We're right here. Get in. Jae, I'm fucking driving now. We are going to catch this fucker," Caleb yelled, and I heard the muffled noise of the Jae and Caleb trying to change seats in the car.

"We could just rush them from behind and maybe knock them over?" Kate Tee suggested.

"If they have rear cameras on their helmets, they will see us," Stacey Jones said.

"I can just outrace them. We don't need to do anything. These guys aren't that good. Here comes the 101. I'm taking it south. I'll just hit it when they follow me to-"

"Sue Zay, we need you again," Jae said over my headset.

"Morgan Hill, and we'll flip back and lose them." I finished my sentence to the girls.

"Jae, what do you need?"

"We are losing this guy. His car seems to have some upgrades that ours doesn't," Jae said calmly.

"No, he's just a better driver than Caleb. This car is fucking awesome," Emma said. "I'm almost out of batteries. I can't follow him with my drone for much longer. We are going to lose him." I heard tires sequel through my phone line, and I just imagined the four of them in the big executive pod racing down the streets after the tall fucker.

"I'll try to drop these fuckers and then come back." As soon as I said the words, I knew it was going to be tough. When these goons lost sight of me, they would just high tail it back to escort the bearded hacker. Then they would find me again, and I'd be at the mercy of the speed that the tall fucker was driving.

What I really needed to do was fuck these guys up so that they couldn't come after me anymore. But how was I going to do that? I didn't have a gun, or even know how to shoot. All I could do was ride my motorcycle like a fucking goddess.

"Alright, Bitches, I have a really stupid plan."

"Oh, Holy Father. What are you going to do?"

"I'm going to just turn around, ride past them, and knock one off. If they follow me, then they'll have to head straight into traffic." The plan sounded so fucking stupid when I said it out loud.

"Sue Zay, the chance of you getting killed riding the wrong way on the 101 is extremely high. Self-driving cars cannot avoid you at your usual speed. If you are coming at them, then they will have even less time to avoid you," Hogan's voice was next to pleading.

"Listen to Hogan, this is way too fucking bosozoku, even for you," Xiu Mei said.

"No time to think, I'm just going to do this. If you bitches want to help, then hang on your right side. Pinch them between us, and I'll aim for the one closest to the fast lane. You three take out the others." I felt my heart start to pump in my ears, and the freeway began to slow. I needed to do this or Jae would lose that tall fucker with the beard. Yeah, we had the jerk-off's computer, but we couldn't let the asshole get away after killing all these people. And what if he had the software stored somewhere else? He could just set his plans into motion again, or even figure out who I was and come after me later. I needed to end this, or my life and the lives of hundreds of others would be in danger.

"No, Sue Zay!" Hogan's Aussie voice pronounced the word 'no' with the added 'a' sound before the 'o.' I loved the accent, it made me laugh, and, as I slammed on my front brakes and leaned forward on Funakoshi, I wondered if I would ever hear him talk again.

My giant motorcycle leaned forward with my weight and the pressure of the momentum on his front wheel. I'd done this stunt half a zillion times, but never going this fast, on a busy freeway, and with three gun-toting fuckers chasing me. It was all sorts of fucking stupid, but, if I pulled the whole sequence off, I'd be able to wreck these assholes and help Jae.

Funakoshi's rear wheel continued to climb as I contemplated my next few seconds of existence, and my body rode up with it till I was almost pushing down on my handlebars vertically. Then I twisted my hips sideways to bring the rear end of the ancient motorcycle around to face the direction I had been going.

"Fuuuuucccckkkkkk!" I moaned as I squeezed my ass, stomach, chest, arms, and fucking vagina as hard as I could to bring Funakoshi around. He floated over while I balanced on the front wheel, but the last few inches of spin wouldn't play out until I set the rear wheel straight, and I was all twisted now like a 'v' floating on the front wheel.

I took a deep breath and threw the back wheel down while I leaned into it as hard as I fucking could so that the weight would let the front wheel pick up a few inches.

Everything screamed.

I screamed.

Funakoshi's tires screamed when they struggled to hold on to the road.

His engine screamed because the tires were getting pulled in the direction opposite to that he wanted to spin.

The air screamed because half a dozen pods around me automatically laid on their horns. My sudden movement must have freaked out their systems, and they made the noise in the hope that I would realize they were right fucking next to me.

I let off the engine a bit and tried to focus on keeping Funakoshi upright. But I was really going too fast, and it felt like I was a half a hair away from spinning like a top across an ice rink. All of the fucking gyro alarms, traction controls, and engine warning lights were flashing across his screen like a dance club. I knew I'd done this too fast. I couldn't control him. I was going to lay out spectacularly, probably in a ball of fucking lava, and Funakoshi's giant tires would fly though the air and then roll down the road like sticky donuts.

Funakoshi and I floated across the freeway for a handful of agonizing seconds, and the world seemed to suddenly become silent. The cars weren't around me, the freeway wasn't under me, and Hogan wasn't yelling at me. It was just Dad and I riding through the Sierra Nevadas on the back of Funakoshi, laughing. I had my arms around his muscular stomach, and he would tell me to squeeze tighter so he could go faster. I buried my helmet into his back and giggled when I felt the engine roar underneath us.

Damn it, Dad. Why did you die?

Then everything caught and snapped forward. The memory of Dad evaporated, and Funakoshi growled like an angry earthquake. I screamed with triumph and then gasped before I had to yank the ancient motorcycle away from smashing right into the front of a blue painted pod. There was a family inside the self-driving car, and the eyes of the man and woman in the front seats were almost as large as the headlights of the vehicle.

Then I was at the three motorcycle-riding fuckfaces.

My bitches had taken my cue and closed the gap behind the black-suited riders. None of them had reached for their guns, and I wish I could have seen the surprise on their faces, but their visors were too tinted. I did imagine that they were as shocked as the family in the blue car I had just slid around.

They were about to get more surprised.

I picked the one out the most to the right, and I saw my girls angle the other way. I'd done plenty of bosozoku brawling on the back of Funakoshi, so this guy was more than outmatched. I extended my left elbow and tapped the fucker on his left arm when I shot by him. We were both going fast, but the flat part of my elbow was high on hardness and low on pain receptors. It was also covered with a four-inch pad of Kevlar riding armor. Meanwhile, Dickbag the Third took my hit right where his bicep connected with his forearm. There was no armor there, just a thin piece of leather that did nothing to protect his nerves or muscles.

His bike spun a hard left as soon as I passed, and the goon catapulted into the air as if someone had shot him out of a cannon. There was a massive amount of confusion with the other two men as my bitches sacked them, but I had to dodge another car and then focus on getting over to the shoulder of the freeway. I nearly died a second time when some jackass decided he needed to turn off the auto-pilot in his silver pod and try to steer away from me himself, but I managed to weave around him and get over to the shoulder. Then I was back at the change from the 101, and I was plowing down the wrong ramp to get back onto the 85.

"We got 'em!" Stacey Jones shrieked with absolute glee.

"Yessssssss! Can they get on their bikes? They might try to get back to their boss."

"Ahhh, no. All their bikes are fucked up. One of the men might be able to walk. But he isn't going to be moving fast. Shit!" Xiu Mei screamed.

"What happened?" I exited the wrong way off the 85 and flipped back around to get on it going west."

Someone in a silver car just plowed into the last guy. Yeah, no one is going to be fucking with you anymore." Kate Tee's voice became a maniacal cackle, and her venom surprised me.

"I'm heading back to Jae. The guy we want is getting away." I felt tears on my cheeks and thought again about Dad.

"We see you on the map. Turning around as soon as we can. Don't let him get away," Xiu Mei said.

"Jae, what is your location?" I asked.

"Eastbound on Blossom Hill. Just passed Camden. Where were you?"

"I had to shake the motorcycle jerk-offs. They won't be a problem anymore."

"I'm running out of juice guys. Got half a minute then I'm going to have to land her," Emma said. "Damn it, Pavel, you are getting blood all over my shit."

"Apologies, Emma," the big Russian said.

"I'm... two minutes away," I said.

"I'll try to tail him; he knows we are on him. Hurry, please," Caleb said.

"Keep me updated on where he is going. I'm going to take 85 as far as I can."

"I think he'll try to go north on Los Gatos Boulevard to get back on the freeway," Jae said.

"Wait, what exactly am I supposed to do when I catch up to you guys? He won't be able to get away, but the fuckface has a gun. Can't he just pull over and shoot me?" Despite my question, I still pushed Funakoshi up to 130 and passed the Camden Avenue exit before I finished my sentence.

"We are going to have to make him pull over," Jae said.

"How are we going to do that?"

"He's slowing down and making a turn on Union!" Jae shouted.

"Ughhhh." I was just about to blow past the exit, but I cut the throttle and leaned over hard to the right. I skipped through three lanes and felt the G's kick me in the gut when I hit the horse shoe-shaped turn.

"I'm heading south on Union," I said after I exited the ramp and made a right. This was the Cambrian Park district, and the skyline was filled with super-high apartment towers.

"You'll see us in a minute. Wait, he's turning on Lark," Jae said. I thought I saw a car cut across traffic right ahead of me, and then I hit the brakes so that I wouldn't plow into the vehicle Caleb was driving. Three other self-driving pods had stopped in the middle of the road, and a few horns were beeping. But Caleb had already sped away, and I feathered my throttle to follow him."

"Where is he going?" Jae muttered into the phone. We crossed a bridge over the high-speed rail line, and I took a position to the side of their car.

"How are we going to do this?" I asked again. "I can't really knock over a car."

"We'll give you a gun. You can shoot out the tires if it isn't- Wait, where is he going?"

The car ahead of us made a sharp right and cut into the long driveway of one of the massive apartment buildings.

"I'm following. Shit!" Caleb slammed on his brakes as soon as he turned in, and I did the same thing. The long driveway had a gate half way open, and there were a metric fuck ton of guards posted on the perimeter of the opened metal door. Each of the guards was dressed in a black uniform with slick, red lettering on the shoulders.

It was the Zato Industries logo.

And each of them was pointing a large assault rifle in our direction.

"This building is off limits for civilians and non-approved personnel. Back your vehicles into the street and leave immediately." There was a guard booth with a massive set of speakers on the roof. When the commands finished, the gate opened all the way. The car with the tall, bearded hacker drove past the guards, and none of them spared a glance at its passing.

"Fuck. We lost him," Emma groaned.

"I'm backing up," Caleb said, and the car began to inch backwards. Once he had pointed the front of the pod towards the main street, I glanced back at the building and observed the target's car turn into a parking garage.

"Damn it. Why is he at Zato Industries?" I asked.

"Let's get out of here, Sue Zay. We have the computer. Caleb can hack it in a few hours."

"But.... My mother should-"

"Let's go. They are going to shoot you if you don't move," Jae warned me.

"Yeah. Okay." I twisted Funakoshi's throttle and sped out after the car that held Jae, Caleb, Pavel, and Emma.
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Chapter 13

 

"Can ya pass me the eight-millimeter Allen key?" Emma asked me as she stuck out her right hand.

"Yeah." I looked through her somewhat-organized pile of tools, found the small stick-looking wrench, and gave it to her.

"Perfect. This baby will be ready to fly as soon as I screw this in." The cute, brown-haired girl stuck her tongue out when she worked, and I went back to slouching in the chair next to her.

Exhaustion was starting to hit me.

It was twelve thirty-four AM, and I was sitting in Emma's work shop in Jae's garage. I'd been banished from Caleb's office because I kept asking the tattooed man if he'd broken into the hacker's computer. Then I'd lean over his shoulder so I could try to help him with the code, and he'd finally called in Jae. The Asian hunk had pushed me out of the room with a smile on his way-to-fucking-sexy face and locked the door with both of them inside.

I'd moved to the living room afterwards, but Pavel had been in there, still covered with crusty, three-hour-old blood, and the huge fucking man had attempted to sit on my lap so that he could update me with his latest cat videos. I'd escaped to the garage and had tried my best to help Emma repair her broken drones, but while I was getting my degree in mechanical engineering, it quickly became obvious that the smiling girl was light years beyond anything that I'd ever be able to learn in school.

"When do you think they will be done?" I asked Emma for probably the twentieth time.

"Oh, I dunno, any second now," she gave me the same answer she'd given me for the last two hours.

"Ugh." I put my head on the table and sighed. I had the top quarter of my suit unzipped, and I could smell the stinky fear sweat that had dried on my skin. It had been one hell of a crazy day, or, yesterday had, since it was tomorrow now. I couldn't even think straight anymore. I almost wanted to fall asleep, but while I knew that my body wanted rest, my mind was still far too nervous. What I really wanted was a fucking shower, but I didn't relish the idea of slipping back into my stinky clothes.

I had told my bitches to go back home, but they had continued to send me text messages every hour or so. The last one came through to Hogan twenty minutes ago, and I'd finally told them to go to bed. I'd update them tomorrow with whatever secrets Caleb found on the computer.

That is, if Jae wasn't going to keep them from me.

"Emma, is Sue Zay with you?" Jae's voice came out of the speaker concealed on the wall of the garage.

"Yeah, Jae, right next to me. She helped me repair Hummingbird." Emma named all of her flying robots after birds or insects.

"We've gotten the info off the computer. Meet in the main room for a briefing."

"Thank Muhammad." I lifted my face off the table and followed Emma out of the polished garage.

Pavel was crushing one end of the couch with his bulk, and Caleb sat on the other end. The tattooed hacker looked blurry eyed, but he gave me a grin when I walked into the room. Jae wasn't here yet, but Emma and I found spots on the other couch and waited for the handsome Asian man to arrive.

"Water?" Jae walked in and handed each of us a bottle of the bubbly stuff. As soon as it touched my lips, I realized that I hadn't drunk anything all day, and the exhaustion hammered into my back.

"What was found on computer?" Pavel asked once Jae sat next to him. Jae wasn't a short man. He was tall, and muscular, and fucking perfect looking, but next to the giant Russian he seemed like a ten year old.

"This is the hacker. Goes by the name Hael Ander, but we don't think that is his real one." I saw a picture of the tall, bearded man that I had been playing cat and mouse with for most of the day. He was sitting in what looked like a coffee shop behind the screen of a laptop computer.

"That's him," I confirmed.

"This shot was taken a few years ago by Interpol. At one point, they suspected him of cyber terrorism against Israel. But they found no evidence besides his occasional meetings with other terrorist organizations targeting the Middle Eastern Jewish population at the time."

"Sounds like this asshole is an equal-opportunity fuckface. Jews, Muslims, and Mormons. He doesn't care," I said.

"Could be. There isn't much more to go on. Caleb, talk to us about the program you found." Jae looked over the Russian to the tattooed man.

"It's an interesting piece of work. Its core directive seems to be to eliminate all the external safety protocols Cordia has in place on their trains."

"And what else?" Emma asked.

"That's it. These safety measures are managed remotely, but all of the train controls are taken care of onboard the actual vehicle. They did that on purpose to specifically prevent terrorists from hacking a system. If there is ever any issue with a train, then Cordia's external systems can shut it down. The train itself also has firmware to do it, as does the track system. Don't misunderstand me, this software that Hael put together is a work of art, very difficult stuff, but the only way something like this would be dangerous is if someone also hacked the track system and had someone else on board the actual train. I just don't see how that is possible without a lot of different pieces coming together."

"But let's say he did engage this software, there was another piece of software to shut down the track-safety systems, and then another piece of software to make the train accelerate, or push its engines, or something to make it crash. Could that happen?" I asked. What Caleb found didn't make a lot of sense. The bomb on the maglev train had done terrible damage, and the news said earlier that the death toll was now at over eight hundred people, but the conversation I overheard between Hael and his employer made me think that this was something much more destructive.

"It could happen." Caleb shrugged, "but they would have to physically put someone on the train to plug into the terminal. Even if they got past the armed guards in the engine room, it would be a suicide mission after the train crashed." He shrugged.

"Suicide isn't outside of Muslim beliefs," Emma said with a shrug.

"But the news said that most of the casualties were Muslim; both Sunni and Shia." I recalled hearing the reporters speak over Pavel's cat videos when I'd been in this room earlier.

"I agree with you, Sue Zay. The people behind this aren't looking to further a religious agenda. They are looking to make a profit by destabilizing the world." Jae stood from the couch with a sigh and paced the room with his hand on his smooth chin. Even though I was half way to exhausted, I kind of just wanted to put my hand on that beautiful chin, pull him down between my legs, and….

"That's not all." Caleb's voice interrupted my fantasy. "The software Hael Ander wrote uses a gateway to access Cordia's systems. It is the same gateway that all the self-driving pods use to ensure that there is no car-on-train love-making sessions. Can you guess what authentication he is using?" Caleb turned to me and smirked.

"Zato Industries," I sighed. I wanted to believe that my mother had nothing to do with this, but if people were afraid of trains blowing up, then they would use more cars, and Zato Industries owned almost the entire marketplace. Then again, she told me a few days ago that her own systems were under attack. Could it be that it was the same group that employed Hael?

"Annnndddd...." Caleb clicked on his wrist by his watch, and the TV screen changed to show a stocky, bearded man with dark skin and a thick mane of red hair. "This is the identity of the tag on the authorization. Name's Paul Lefton. He's worked at Zato Industries for almost twenty years. Guess where he lives?"

"The building that Anders turned into? The Zato apartment tower?" Emma smirked.

"Yep," Caleb confirmed. "Oh, and guess who was the best man at Lefton's wedding sixteen years ago?" The tattooed hacker pressed another part of his wrist, and the screen changed to show a few photos. There was Lefton, weighing a few dozen pounds less, a pretty blonde woman dressed in a white gown, and another man standing next to her. I recognized Greaseball immediately.

"Collanta!"

"Correct. My guess is that both of these guys were selling prototype specs to either each other or to a third party, but I could be wrong."

"How did they get tangled up with Hael Ander?" Emma asked.

"I have no idea, but..." Caleb smiled and pushed his skin around his watch. The screen in front of us changed, and there was a picture of two teenagers. "These are his kids. I used a combination of their names and birthdays to hack his Zato Industries login. I don't have deep access because I am off site, but I used the login to make this." Caleb reached into the front pocket of his shirt and pulled out a key card.

"We can get into the apartment building now, and I know where Lefton's condo is located. Twenty-seventh floor. North wing. I'm going to guess that we'll find answers there." Caleb turned to Jae. The handsome Asian man was still pacing the floor with his hand on his chin. A few moments of silence passed while Jae seemed to ponder the next move.

"Let's get suited up. Light armor under street clothes. Emma, bring your hallway drones. Pavel, take a quick shower and put on something that isn't blood stained. Meet at the car in ten minutes. Caleb, you'll have to bypass the cameras."

"I can do that when we get to the building." Caleb, Emma, and Pavel stood and moved in separate directions.

"Should I wait in the garage?" I followed their example and stood from my seat on the couch.

"No," Jae looked away from me a second to make sure everyone else had left the room. "You are done for now. I'd like you to go home and sit this one out. I will call you tomorrow afternoon with an update."

"No. I want to come help you." Anger rose against the exhaustion, and I crossed my arms.

"I wish you could, Sue Zay." Jae's beautiful blue eyes met mine, and I felt my breath flee my lungs. "But it is too dangerous." He shook his head.

"I like danger." I took a step towards him and felt my heart begin to race. There was something in his eyes when he looked at me. Was it desire? Was he trying to protect me?

"I know." He smiled. "But this isn't going to be a street race. We will be infiltrating a secured residential tower owned by one of the most powerful corporations in the world. We'll have only a handful of minutes to get into Paul Lefton's condo and discover what is going on there. Even if everything goes as planned, there will be an extreme amount of danger."

"So, tell me how I can help then. I want to see this through." I stepped closer to him and held his gaze with my eyes. Maybe I was just really fucking tired, but I felt a connection between us, and this was the first time the two of us had ever been alone.

"I know you do, but I want you to be safe." He smiled. "Go home, get some rest, we'll have more news for you tomorrow."

"Fuck that, Jae. I want to come with you. Give me a good reason you don't want me there besides the 'keeping me safe' bullshit."

"Are you skilled with firearms? Have you done any close quarters combat training?" He smirked.

"No," I said.

"Have you ever shot a gun?"

"No," I sighed.

"Please understand, Sue Zay, I appreciate the enthusiasm, but everyone on the team is highly trained and experienced. We want your help, but if you went inside with us you would only be a liability." His words bruised my ego, but I realized that the handsome man was correct. I wouldn't even know what to do if I walked into the building with them.

"What if I just wait outside by the car on my bike?" I took another step closer to him. He was the perfect height, and I had to look up some for our eyes to make contact. He wasn't objecting to how close I stood, and I felt my heart begin to hammer in my chest. Maybe he wouldn't let me come with them, but I'd try to get something else from the sexy Asian man before he left.

"We'll drive inside the complex. It will seem suspicious if you come with us, and, if we are caught, then we'll have to force our way out. There is no telling what can happen when we are inside. You won't help us."

"Are you sure you aren't just thinking of reasons to keep me safe?" He hadn't blinked the entire time that we spoke, and I risked putting my right hand on his chest. The muscles there were firm, and the contact sent a pleasant electrical shock through my body.

"Maybe there is some of that as well." He smiled, and his left hand moved to cover mine. "I am fond of you, and I do want to keep you safe."

"I am fond of you also...." I licked my lips and leaned into him more. Our bodies touched, and I wished that I wasn't wearing my riding leathers so I could feel him against me better. Was he leaning down to kiss me? His mouth opened a bit. and I ran my tongue over my lips to make sure they were moist. I leaned up into his mouth and felt a soft moan escape my chest. Fucking Joseph Smith, he was so fucking hot.

"Hey Boss, I'm ready." Pavel's voice behind me made me gasp and jump. I turned around in surprise and saw the big, scary Russian Polar Bear standing in the hallway behind me. His face and hair was still wet from the shower, but he had a clean pair of military-looking black pants, a dark black shirt, and a harness over his massive chest. The harness was an intricate webbing of nylon straps, buckles, and so many knives that I couldn't even count them. There must have been over thirty, maybe forty; fuck it all, maybe fifty various blade handles covering the man's torso and legs. He was in the process of putting on a dark gray, almost black overcoat, and I saw that the lining of the jacket had even more knives hanging from it.

"Is Girl With Motorcycle coming?" Pavel didn't seem to realize he'd interrupted impeded/hindered/disrupted/blocked/thwarted/frustrated Jae and me from kissing. My hand was still on the Korean man's well-muscled chest even though I realized that the moment was ruined.

"No, she is going home." Jae stepped away from me, and I thought I saw a look of regret on his handsome face.

"This is good idea. Kitty Cat is not ready for tiger games yet." Pavel smiled at me. I was about to reply, but Caleb and Emma walked into the room wearing heavy jackets that had somewhat obvious gun-shaped padding at their waists.

"Ready?" Jae asked. They both nodded. "I'll grab my gear. Meet you all in the car. Sue Zay is heading home."

"Sounds good." Emma winked at me. "Thanks for your help."

"It wasn't a big deal." I tried to sound cool, but her thanks made me think about what I had actually gone through yesterday. It was a bit overwhelming.

"You might have saved hundreds of lives, maybe more, when you stole Hael's computer. I wouldn't call that a small feat." Caleb laughed and then gestured for me to follow the three of them into the garage. I snagged my helmet off the coffee table and did as he asked.

Jae came into the garage a few minutes after Emma finished loading a wide-looking black suitcase into the back of the car and Caleb had finished attaching new license plates. I was sitting on Funakoshi and waiting to catch one last glance of the man before we all left. He wore an outfit similar to his teammates. Bulky-looking dark jacket and pants that looked armored at the thighs.

"I wired the promised money to your account," he said when he saw me. "I'll call you later this afternoon."

"Okay." His expression was flat, and I guessed that he'd forgotten about our almost kiss and was focusing on the task at hand, or maybe I was just looking too much into this. I didn't know the man, and he didn't know me. I just really wanted to fuck his brains out, and I hoped that he felt the same way about me.

"Let's go." Jae jumped into the car, and the garage door opened. I turned over Funakoshi's massive engine and then followed their executive car up the ramp and down the secret driveway on top of the hill. The Zato Industries tower that we had chased Hael to was actually on the north side of Los Gatos, and I followed them up Los Gatos Boulevard until they made the left on Lark Avenue.

Then I pulled over, waited a few moments, and circled around to follow them from a safe distance.
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Chapter 14

 

"Sue Zay, why are you here? Didn't Jae ask you to go home?" Hogan had been quiet during the few minutes that I had trailed Jae's car, but, now that I was parked, he seemed to have realized what I doing.

"I know he asked me to go home. I'm ignoring him." I rode my bike a block away from the Zato building, and they had just pulled into the back driveway. I wondered if the guards at the gate would recognize the car, or the passengers, but that could have been why they were using the other entrance. I counted to sixty and then rolled Funakoshi down the street at the speed limit. When I got to the driveway, I laid off the engine to make a little less noise and then glanced down the private entrance. Jae's car had moved past the gate and was about to pull into the parking structure. I sighed in relief and then increased my speed a bit. I had half expected to see the four of my new friends yanked out of the car and positioned on the asphalt with a hundred guards pointing rifles at them.

"They got in okay," I said to Hogan.

"We should go home. Like Jae said, there is nothing you can do to help them now."

"He won't mind if I wait out here for a couple of hours. Just to make sure everything turns out fine."

"That's not what I understood from the conversation earlier." Hogan shook his head and frowned in my helmet display.

"You are an AI. Sometimes the finer details of human conversation escape you." I stuck my tongue out at him.

"You also have school in six and a half hours."

"But it is the day after midterms. No one is going to care if I show up a zombie."

"What happens if they get into trouble? You can't help them. I wish that you would go home and get some rest. It's been over twenty four hours since you slept."

"But it hasn't been over twenty four hours since I woke up. I'll be fine. Stop worrying, you fucking ninny."

"How long do you intend to wait?" he asked.

"As long as it takes for them to come out."

"Jae might be angry if he sees that you went against his orders."

"Give it a fucking rest, Hogan."

"Fine," the AI spat, and his image frowned on my screen. Then he was silent, and I waited on the empty street for Jae's car to come back out behind me.

And I waited.

And I waited.

The minutes turned into hours, and the clock on my helmet flipped over to four thirty AM. The sun would be up soon, and the hundreds of impossibly tall apartment towers would soon glow orange with its early light. Silicon Valley would begin to stir with its Monday ritual, and millions of people would cram into self-driving pods or high-speed rail trains in an effort to start their week. Traffic would be even worse, since no one could use the maglev systems; it would just put more pressure on the rail and pod infrastructures.

Was that what these terrorists were after? I had thought they just wanted to kill people, but they could have easily bombed a mega mall, or concert, or even one of these apartment towers if they wanted to kill hundreds of thousands of people. These attacks seemed focused on our transportation methods.

"Hogan, let's say that these terrorists are trying to take out the trains and self-driving cars. What do you think their goal is?"

"Besides widespread panic and destruction of commerce?" he asked.

"Who benefits from that?" I asked.

"Any of the corporations responsible for private security, weapons, maybe even drone manufacturing," Hogan said.

"What about any religious groups? Or governments?"

"If the damage is kept in California, then it might invite the Federal Government to intercede. They might even move the army in to establish order."

"Hmmmmm." I thought to myself and pondered Hogan's last guess. When the Race Riots had started, the Feds had made a mess of things all over the United States. The individual states had used the example to reclaim some of their own autonomy. Depending on which news hole you believed, the more Libertarian plan had either been widely successful or had been a catastrophe that set the USA, and some parts of the world, back a few hundred years in safety.

I could see the Feds wanting another chance to prove themselves in a global emergency. But I couldn't believe that they were organized enough to pull off a multi-pronged terrorist attack. This stunk of a corporate job to me, but, then again, what I'd been going through in the last few days felt like something out of a bad action movie.

"I wonder if-" Gunshots interrupted me, and I focused my attention back to the residential tower behind me. They sounded like a drum roll, and, within ten seconds, I saw Jae's car skid out of the driveway of the building, bounce off the far curb, and speed off away from me.

I turned on Funakoshi's engines and then inched the ancient motorcycle forward on the road before I spun around. The combination of gunshots and the velocity of exit made it obvious that their mission hadn't gone as smoothly as planned, but I didn't want to ride their ass out of here. I just wanted to make sure that they got back to the underground mansion safely.

Three black cars screeched out of the private Zato Industries driveway. Unlike Jae's car, these didn't collide with the far curb. Also unlike Jae's car, they were not executive pods. These three machines were low-slung speedster vehicles that looked like they should have been on a race track.

They were also sporting guns on the tops and sides.

"Oh. Shit," I said as soon as they gained traction on the road. They took the sharp turn easily, with only a tiny amount of squeal, and the moment convinced me that the three cars would catch up to Jae's modest vehicle.

"We have to help them." I spun Funakoshi around on the street, but I didn't make the engine scream.

"How will you help? They have guns. This is foolishness, Sue Zay."

"I have to do something." The words caught in my throat, and I felt my stomach tumble to the pavement. This was my mother's company. Maybe I could reach her on the phone? She would be able to fix the matter in moments. Then I sighed. It was too early in the morning, and she never picked up when I called her.

A group of four motorcycles exited the Zato Industries compound at almost the same speed as the cars. They were black-suited riders on black bikes that didn't have any insignia of the company. They sped off after the black cars, and I saw that each rider carried a big-looking assault rifle across their back.

"Okay, now Jae is really fucked."

"You need to leave this alone, Sue Zay," Hogan pleaded. "We have his money. Let's just go home. There is nothing you can do."

"Sorry, Hogan." I twisted Funakoshi's right grip, and the ancient engine purred with delight. These people were risking their lives to save the world, or at least Silicon Valley, and I couldn't go home while they battled impossible odds. The least I could do was attempt to help them.

I guessed that the guns that these guys carried on their backs were too large to use while riding, so my only plan was to try and take out the motorcycle riders as quickly as I could, or at least distract them enough so that Jae could get away. It was a long shot, and maybe Hogan was right, but I knew that if I went home, I'd never get a phone call from Jae. I would never know what happened tonight with my new friends, and every time there was another terrorist attack, I would wonder if it was something I could have helped prevent.

"Don't just be an asshole, give me some ideas." I gave the motorcycles some room and killed Funakoshi's headlights so that they might not notice me.

"My idea is that you go home," Hogan crossed his arms over his chest on my helmet screen, and his handsome face looked hysterically pouty.

"Hey, Artificial Intelligence has the word 'intelligence' in the name. I didn't make an Artificial Coward. Give me something, Hogan." My friend was silent for a dozen seconds, but I almost swore that I saw his face go through the five stages of anger.

"Call the police," he finally said.

"What? That makes no sense."

"Sure it does, tell them that there are four armed motorcycle riders and three cars with light machine guns mounted on them chasing an executive car down the streets of Los Gatos. You'll get the local police force, Santa Clara County Sheriff's Department, and maybe even the California Highway Patrol. They probably won't pull over Jae's car. They will focus on the obvious threat."

I turned the idea over in my head. The only problem I had with it was that Jae and his friends could get caught by the police. Even if that happened, at least the four of them would be safe from harm, and I guessed that Jae had enough financial resources to post bail. There was also a possibility that I would get caught by the police, but that was unlikely since I could just jump on a freeway and burn fuel to get away from any drone.

"It's smart. I'm proud of you." Hogan's handsome face smiled, and he tipped his crocodile hat. "Encrypt my line and get me on with Los Gatos' police department. Also, can you add some loud gun noises when I talk? It might add urgency to their response."

"It is ringing now." Hogan's image had a green outline.

"Los Gatos Police Department, Officer Cavallaro speaking. How may I help you?" A bored woman's voice answered.

"There are three cars with fucking machine guns on them and four motorcycle riders with assault rifles riding south on Los Gatos Boulevard!" I screamed as loudly into my helmet as I could while still sounding concise.

"Please stay calm, miss. Did you say three cars with machine guns?"

"Oh fucking shit! They just passed Lark Avenue! They are shooting everyone!" Hogan took the cue and added machine gun fire sounds. They were pretty convincing, and I added another scream.

"Miss? Miss?" I could tell that the woman was more than a little concerned.

"You need to hurry please. They are shooting at everything on Los Gatos Boulevard. Oh no! One of them sees me!" I let out another screech that was accented with machine gun sounds and breaking glass. I winked at Hogan, and he cut the line with a smile.

"Were you convinced?" I asked him.

"Los Gatos Police Department was. They are sending all units and drones to this location."

"How about the Sheriff's or CHP?"

"Nothing yet. Should I call them?"

"Let's wait a minute. I'd like their alert to come organically from Los Gatos Police. Jae just has to keep driving till they can catch him. Which reminds me, can you call him?" I rode a few hundred yards behind the motorcycles, but they had closed the distance and were right behind the three race cars that had the guns mounted on them.

"Sue Zay?" Jae's voice sounded strained.

"You have three cars and four motorcycles chasing you," I said.

"We know. Trying to shake them."

"I'm guessing that it didn't go as planned."

"It often doesn't. We got a second computer and engaged in a firefight with Hael and three of his guards. We think that Lefton's family has been murdered and they've been using his condo as their base of operations."

"Is anyone hurt?" I asked.

"Caleb got shot, but the vest protected him. Hael escaped down the hallway, and we pursued him, and then we got caught up with some Zato guards. We didn't want to engage them, so we retreated with the computer to our car."

"It looks like it is his development terminal. If I can hack it, then we'll have everything we need to figure out who these people are," Caleb shouted from near Jae.

"Police are on their way." I didn't want to tell my new friends that I had called them.

"That might complicate things." I heard gunshots in stereo from the street in front of me and through the phone line with Jae. "Or maybe not."

"Are you guys okay?" I couldn't exactly see the damage to Jae's car from the distance I rode behind the motorcycles.

"Armor deflected the shots," Jae sounded calmer that I felt. He must have expected their car's armor not to hold against the bullets.

"Should I shoot back?" I heard Emma yell the question.

"No, if you poke your head out of the window, you might get hit," Jae said just as another rapid fire of machine gun sounded.

"I can't lose them," Caleb said. Unlike Jae, he sounded worried.

"I'll get the motorcycles off you," I said and readied myself to argue with Jae.

"Thanks, Sue Zay," the handsome man said.

It was possible that the four fucks on the bikes ahead of me had not noticed me driving without my headlight on, but I guessed that they probably knew I was there because of Funakoshi's stupid loud engine. Even if I did have a silent motorcycle, I didn't know what I could do to these fuckers. Sure, I could knock them off their bikes, but they would just get back on, or shoot me. I needed to do something drastic to injure them beyond a quick recovery and to total their motorcycles. If I did either goal half assed, then they would be able to pull out their rifles and pick me off from behind. I scanned the street, sidewalks, and buildings for ideas. I almost came to the conclusion that I would just plow into them with Funakoshi and pray that we both wouldn't go down, but then I saw inspiration at the foot of a construction site.

It was the skeleton of a new mega tower that would stand over a hundred and forty stories high. At the base, it looked like a wall was being crafted out of a concrete/plastic blend. The construction area was empty of live workers, but a few drones were around doing clean-up duty. On the side of the wall lay a pile of steel rebar that I guessed they used to fortify each individual block of cement.

I hopped Funakoshi onto the sidewalk and slid to a stop next to the stack of metal rods. They were a bit longer, thicker, and heavier than I would have wanted, but I was able to lift four of them from the stack with my right hand and then pass them to my left. The bundle of them lay across Funakoshi's bars easy enough, and it wasn't going to be that difficult to lean into a turn with them on top. I glanced at the pile of poles and then grabbed a fifth rod just in case I dropped all of the other four. Once the last piece of rebar was secured in my left hand, I twisted the throttle and sped off after the group of assholes chasing Jae.

"Hogan, can you manage the throttle while I smack these assholes around with my metal dildos?"

"Sue Zay, this is highly dangerous, and-"

"Fuck, come on buddy, I thought we were past this. They need our help. I need your help."

"Very well." Hogan's face didn't look happy, but he tipped his hat.

"Okay, just keep my speed consistent while I fuck them up with one of these pieces of rebar."

"You could just use the auto-pilot." His voice seemed to have an edge of fear, and I could understand why.

"No, you are much better than the auto-pilot. Just do it."

"We are going to turn right on Blossom Hill," Caleb yelled into the phone.

"Got it," I said. Sure enough, I saw the distant cars move to make a right. I realized I could probably close the distance without the motorcycles noticing me as easily, so I punched it and felt Funakoshi growl with the hate of a thousand extinct dinosaurs.

The four bikers were still bringing up the rear of the caravan, and I slid into the last one as soon as he entered the turn. My left side smacked lightly into his right, and the man did a double take with surprise. I was kind of surprised that he hadn't spun out of control when I slid next to him.

But I'd fix that real quick.

I grabbed one of the poles of rebar with my left hand and brought it around to smack the goon in the helmet. Fuckface didn't expect me to crash into him, or to engage him in some sort of medieval-motorcycle-jousting-swordplay, so the rebar caught him square in the glass of his helmet. The piece cracked like a complicated spider web, and his head snapped back. He twisted the throttle of his motorcycle when he tried to hang onto the bike, and, because he was leaning back, the front tire of his steed lifted off the ground. Goon wasn't a half-bad rider, and he realized that the position, combined with the wheelie, was going to make him fall off the rear of his bike. He leaned forward to correct the issue, but I slammed the pole of rebar down on the fucker's right hand. It spun his bars hard to the right a split second before the wheel touched the pavement. We were screaming down the road at about sixty miles per hour, and the momentum of the motorcycle hit the front wheel while it was facing me.

The motorcycle did a gymnastic springing front flip while Fuckface hung on for his life. He might have been better off letting go. The man-bike combination somersaulted in the air four times before coming down on the street. I'd managed to accelerate Funakoshi past the point where he landed, but my rear display showed me that the man took the brunt of the landing. Motorcycle and helmet bits sprayed across the street behind me like a glass getting dropped off a ten-story building. If the guy wasn't dead, he was going to be in the hospital for the next two months.

"Three left!" I yelled and realized that Hogan had muted the line to Jae. Of course, I was only thinking of the bikers. I wasn't counting the cars, or the incoming police, or the drones, or anything else that might happen.

One challenge at a time, Sue Zay.

They were my father's words, and I pushed his smiling face out of my memories so I could focus on the task at hand.

The other three bikers had noticed me. They were riding in a triangle formation with one on point and the others only a few lengths ahead of me. The one on my right was reaching back over his shoulder with his right hand to pull at his rifle. The goon on the left had glanced at his friend and then accelerated ahead. He must have figured that the other guy would deal with me.

"I'm gonna need you to help, Hogan." I twisted Funakoshi's throttle with enough distance to make him leap next to the rider grabbing at his gun. I was still holding the rebar with my left hand, and I thought about coming around to the goon's left side, but that would have left me on the sidewalk side of the road, and I didn't want to risk him pinching me there. Instead, I let go of the throttle, switched the pole to my right hand, and poked it like a stick at the hand that was reaching for the gun.

The goon's speed dropped because he didn't have his hand on the throttle, but Hogan was doing a good job of cutting my speed to match. I really needed to just beat the shit out of the guy with the rebar, but I was more worried about him getting control of his rifle, so I kept smacking his hand with the four-foot piece of metal in an attempt to keep him from grabbing it.

"Sue Zay, watch the man ahead of you!" Hogan warned, and I turned my attention to see the second black-garbed rider grabbing his gun.

"Shit!" I said as the man rotated on his seat and pointed the long rifle barrel in my direction. I ducked as low as I could go on Funakoshi's saddle and leaned left to steer away from where the weapon pointed to position myself on the rear left side of the guy ahead. I heard a burst of automatic gun fire, but I figured that the asshole missed, since I didn't feel anything hit me or Funakoshi.

"Speed up!" I yelled at Hogan, and Funakoshi jumped up to pace with the rider who had just shot at me. The other fucker would be able to get his own rifle situated now, but I had to deal with the obvious threat.

I swung my piece of rebar at the second goon's head as he brought the rifle around his waist. He wasn't surprised by my attack and leaned his helmet down so that the armored dome caught the hit instead of his face glass. My strike knocked his bike a bit off balance though, and the front end began to wobble. The shimmy wasn't pronounced yet, but if Fuckface didn't get both hands on the bars, he would end up losing control and laying out. I wondered for a second if he would let go of his rifle to grab the throttle with his right hand or if he would continue his movement and shoot me.

Dumbass tried to shoot me.

The mean-looking assault rifle had a long barrel, so I dropped the piece of rebar to the dickbag's stomach and pushed on the side of the weapon. It sprayed bullets like a hose, but the muzzle of the gun was pointing in front of Funakoshi, so they all missed. The man was strong though, and I felt him easily begin to push my hand out of the way. I leaned against him, and the right side of Funakoshi pushed against his black bike. Mr. Assault Rifle returned my pressure to prevent me from heaving him over to the right, and our bikes started to screech against each other and the road.

The barrel of the rifle was inching closer toward my chest. He'd stopped firing, but I didn't think the magazine was empty; as soon as it pointed at me, I would run out of my nine lives. I needed to do something.

"Fuckkkkkk!" I screamed and let go of the rebar. My free right hand wrapped around his elbow, I pushed hard into my right lean, and I slammed on the rear brake with my right foot. Funakoshi's massive disc brakes clinched in the rear, and the giant tire screeched like a hundred eagles. As soon as the tire locked up, I leaned hard to my left and pulled my new pal with me. He'd been leaning hard against me and had doubled down his effort when I juked him out, so Dumbass easily spun away with me. His motorcycle came as well, and it was like the two of us made some sort of figure-skater pivot on the middle of the road with our arms locked. As soon as we hit ninety degrees, I let go of him, and his bike righted itself going laterally across the lanes of the road. There was a center divider between the two directions of traffic, and my rear camera display caught Dumbass slam flat into it. The motorcycle turned into a black and silver accordion, and the dude with the rifle launched into the air like a flicked booger. I didn't see him land, but his launch trajectory convinced me that he'd make a pancake impact with the front of the closest building.

"Whoops!" I dodged a pod heading the right way along the road. Gunfire sounded behind me, and I guessed that the goon I'd left alone for a few seconds had managed to get at his rifle. I was going the opposite direction on the street now, and I doubted that he could hit me. I really needed to flip around, but, now that I'd taken out two of the motorcycle riders, I knew that the other two would be watching for me to attack them from behind.

"Caleb, make a right on University!" I shouted at the tattooed man. Hogan had unmuted my phone line in time.

"Oh shit!" Caleb screeched in my helmet almost as loudly as the tires did. "Okay, just turned. Give me a few more seconds of warning next time. Damn." I heard gunshots through the line, and I aimed Funakoshi across the lanes towards the entrance to Vasona Lake Park. It was one of the few green spaces still left in the city, and while I didn't know it intimately, I knew that there was an entrance on Blossom Hill Road and another entrance north on University Avenue. If I could cut through the park on the service roads, I might be able to catch the motorcycles from the side.

"Let me know when you pass Pepper Tree Lane on the right." I glanced down at my map on Funakoshi's display to confirm the name of the road where I would pop out onto University. Then I looked up in time to navigate the ancient motorcycle onto the entrance road to the park.

It was still before five in the morning, but I guessed that there would be a bunch of people out jogging or walking their dogs. I flicked on Funakoshi's headlights, turned them to high beams, and then laid on the horn as I swept along the somewhat curvy roads. There were a few people using the space, but, between the headlights and the noise of my motorcycle, everyone got out of the way well before I sped to their location.

"We are about to pass it. Passed it!" Caleb shouted over the sound of gunfire coming from his phone line.

"Alright!" I saw the black cars speed across the road up ahead, and I twisted the throttle to spit Funakoshi out onto the roadway. It was a blind turn because of the trees, and probably more than incredibly stupid, but I didn't want the motorcycle fuckers to have any notification that I was on top of them.

I shot out of the park a half a hair behind the second motorcycle. My wheel almost clipped his rear, but I managed to feather the brakes enough to avoid wrecking Funakoshi's front end. Then I leaned hard to the right and slid the back around before I raced after them.

Dickbag the Second -- or was it the Third? -- tried to reach the rifle on his back again. A quick flex of Funakoshi's muscle, and I was riding a few feet to his left. I grabbed one of the four remaining pieces of rebar I had across my handlebars, and I raised it in my right hand like Athena would hold a spear. Goon understood what I had planned, and he forgot about the rifle he was trying to point at me so that he could bring both hands back to his bars.

He hit his brakes, but it was too late. I threw the piece of rebar at his wheel, and the whole front half of his bike seemed to disintegrate instantly. I leaned hard left and hid the top half of my body behind Funakoshi's streamlined bulk. Something hit the side of his body, something slammed into my leg, and something made a violent screaming noise that ended abruptly. I poked my head out behind the side of my bike and checked my rear display. The fucking motorcycle behind me was on fire. The battery must have caught, and it looked like napalm had been spread over the street.

I looked down at Funakoshi's right side and didn't see any damage to the paint or molding. My leg was still numb though, and I saw a four-inch piece of black metal sticking out of my thigh a few inches above my knee.

Ahhh fuck.

I couldn't tell how long or deep the metal blade was dug into my thigh. It was possible that the leather had protected me a bunch and that it was just a skin wound, or it may be that the point was pressing into my bone and had already cut the shit out of every muscle and nerve in the area. I couldn't feel anything because of my adrenaline, but a quick flex of my foot told me that everything seemed to be working fine. I'd have to figure out the damage after I finished helping Jae.

There was one last motorcycle rider left, and the fucker hadn't even turned around to acknowledge my presence. His inattention would just make my job easier, and I lifted another piece of rebar off the stack on my bars. It was in my left hand, and I flexed Funakoshi's engine with my right fingers. The asshole didn't even have a rifle slung over his back, so I didn't have to worry about him shooting me with it. My bike hit his stride in half a second, and I wasted no time swinging out my piece of steel at the man's face.

I thought he hadn't been paying attention, but the fucker was ready for my attack. He leaned left on his bike, ducked under my swing, and then used the momentum of his lean to rock his motorcycle back and slam into me. His machine was half the size of Funakoshi, but the hit has been close to the front, and I had to lower my left hand to grab onto the bars so that I wouldn't lose control.

"Hogan, I need your help. Come on!"

"Sorry, Sue Zay. I've got it."

I grunted and leaned my ancient motorcycle back toward the other rider. I got close enough to hit him with my steel stick, but he leaned away a bit, and I missed his helmet by a few inches.

"Fuck, this guy is slippery." I leaned closer and took another whack at his helmet, but the man guessed what I was going to do, and he surprised me by leaning to his right, slamming his bike into mine again, and grabbing my left arm at the elbow.

Oh shit.

He pulled me and made a grab for my piece of rebar with his left hand. Both of his hands were off his bike now, so I took my left foot of the peg and kicked up at his right grip. The bottom of my booted heel smashed into the handle of his bars, and he had to let go of my elbow to grab onto his throttle. I would have thought that my kick would have spun his motorcycle out of control, but this motherfucker was a great rider, and he didn't even seem surprised by my kick. He was still holding on to my piece of rebar with his left hand, and he lowered his arm away from his helmet to pull the blunt piece of metal across his stomach. He was strong as fuck, and I realized that I could either choose to let go of the metal or he'd pull me into his lap.

I let go of the piece of rebar with a curse and grabbed another from the top of my bars. I brought it up in an attempt to throw it at his front wheel, but Assface was already swinging his at my helmet. I couldn't do much beyond block his next three strikes and then pull Funakoshi away so that I was out of his reach.

"He appears to have martial arts training," Hogan commented.

"Thanks for the news, Hogan. I didn't realize that."

The man made a motion as if to throw his piece of rebar at my front wheel, and I pulled Funakoshi away and let off the throttle. Fuck me, it might have been easier if the goon had a gun, he would have been so obsessed with shooting me that I probably would have been able to get close enough to do some damage. It was obvious that this guy was strong, and quick, and knew how to ride better than the other three goons.

"I'm going to make a left on Lark and a right on Winchester!" Caleb yelled.

"Jae, I've got one more motorcycle rider left."

"Wow, great job, Sue Zay. Our rear glass is fractured. I don't think we have much more time left."

As soon as Jae finished his sentence, one of the cars up ahead of me slammed on their brakes. I leaned left on Funakoshi and managed to dodge the back end of the car by a few inches. It slid past me and, half a second after, I heard their tires squeal again. Fuck, now the car was behind me and I could feel the wrath of their machine guns. It was possible that I could brake again and slide around them or that I might accelerate and just get so far ahead so quickly that they couldn't target me, but neither option would help Jae or guarantee that I wouldn't get killed.

So I chose option C.

As soon as I twisted my right grip and pushed Funakoshi to the left side of the black-garbed motorcyclist, I realized I had probably made a mistake. I was banking that the motherfuckers in the car wouldn't risk shooting the motherfucker on the motorcycle, so I'd be safe right on his ass. However, these guys were motherfuckers by definition. So only Muhammad knew what they would actually do when I started to melee their teammate.

Goon on the bike saw me coming, of course, and he was ready with his rebar sword. I moved to smack mine into his, but then I faked him out and thrust the tip towards his front tire. He was still way too far way for the rebar to get caught in the spokes, but goon didn't want to risk it, and he stopped his counter-swing to steer his motorcycle away. I realized that even that was a mistake on my part since the farther we moved apart, the better a shot the car behind me had. I leaned right in my saddle to close the distance and hoped that the jerk-offs in the car didn't decide to fire.

"Sue Zay, the turn to Lark Avenue is three hundred feet ahead," Hogan warned me.

"Shit. This is going to get hairy." Jae's car had already navigated the corner, and I saw the two black speedsters skid wide. I looked over to the goon on the motorcycle, and he seemed to be waiting for me to start to lean. If he were to go first, then I might be able to get a hit on him.

I waited.

"You aren't slowing. Turn is in one hundred feet." University Avenue formed a T-intersection with Lark, and across the street was the entrance to a mega tower's underground parking.

Goon on the motorcycle wasn't slowing down, or turning, but his body did look tense on his saddle. I guessed that he wanted me to lean first so that he knew I wouldn't try to hit him. Maybe he wanted to lean in hard against me or try to knock my rear wheel loose while I engaged in the turn.

I held the line.

"Sue Zay!" Hogan screamed.

There was a bar over the entrance to the parking garage ahead. There was a possibility I could slide under it, or maybe I could crash through it? I also saw an exit that didn't seem to have a bar, just the reverse driving spikes that would flatten most tires. Maybe I could pop Funakoshi over them and enter safely? Both ideas sounded all sorts of bad. I had no idea how sharp the turns would be down in the structure.

Dickbag leaned.

I threw out my right arm and felt the piece of rebar connect decisively with the man's helmet. As soon as it hit, I let go of the metal pole and then focused on leaning my bike left through the sharp turn. I was going way too fucking fast, and I felt Funakoshi's rear wheel break from the road. My gyros kicked in, I let off the throttle, and I tried to focus my eyes on the ending curve of the turn instead of the face of the parking garage.

"Errrrrrrrrrrrrrr!" I felt the growl leave my throat with a sense of desperation. I saw a bouncing helmet on the road behind me, but I attempted not to pay too much attention to what had happened to the goon after I'd hit him. If I couldn't make this turn, I doubted that he could after I smacked him.

Funakoshi's wheel hadn't grabbed yet, and his tail was swinging out to my right. I forced my handlebars in the same direction in the hope that I could keep from laying him down, but now my turn angle was all fucked, and I was heading right into the adjacent sidewalk. I let off the throttle, wiggled my ass left, feathered my brakes, and prayed again to all the religions I could think of in half a second.

The tail of the ancient motorcycle started to slide back, and it was just in time. Another half a foot and it would have hit the curb and probably sent me into a tumbleweed of a crash. I straightened out on Lark and then glanced into my rear camera display to assess the situation.

The black car had slowed significantly to take the turn, and I didn't see the motorcycle-riding jerk-off. He had probably plowed into the entrance of the parking garage. If he wasn't dead or heading to the hospital, then he'd have to spend a few precious minutes navigating the garage before he caught up to me again.

Then the asshole slammed into me from my left side.

I hadn't expected the attack. I hadn't even seen him, but I accounted for the hit instantly, and the cocksucker didn't push me into the curb. That wasn't the end of my problems though. His right hand closed around my shoulder, and the fucker tried to pull me off my saddle. I turned to look at the goon and gasped inside my helmet.

It was Hael.

His eyes were a stream of tears, and there was blood on his face. I couldn't believe he'd taken the hit that had knocked his helmet off his head, managed the turn, and then come right up next to me. The asshole was a fucking murdering-terrorist-mercenary-bastard, but I had to compliment his riding skills.

For half a second after he grabbed me I fought against the dueling respect for his riding ability and panic that he was still alive. Then I got control over my emotions and tried to come up with a plan. He wasn't wearing a helmet, and that was bad news going the speed we were. The next turn was a hard right onto Winchester Boulevard, and it was coming up in a few short seconds.

"Steer, Hogan!" I let Hael pull on me, and then I pushed off my left peg. I aimed the top half of my helmet at his nose, and I felt the kitty cat dome slam into his face with a wet, snapping sound. He let go of my arm because the front of his bike started to wobble and he had to use both arms to grab onto the bars. I had one piece of rebar left across my own bars, and I grabbed the end of it with my left hand and swung it out toward his bleeding nose.

The fucker ducked with Pavel-like speed, and my swing passed harmlessly over his head.

"Turn up ahead!" Hogan warned. He could have controlled the bike through it, but I knew he didn't want to risk anyone seeing him handling the controls.

I ignored Hael for a second and went down hard on my brakes. Funakoshi slowed to a less-than-totally-insane speed, and I rolled through the corner without even screeching a tire. The tall, bearded man mirrored my turn on the outside, and I looked over to see him scowl at me.

"Hogan, where the fuck are the police?" I almost couldn't believe I was asking the question.

"It's only been two hundred and sixty seconds since you called them," Hogan answered.

The black car behind me took the turn, and Hael started to drift away from me. If there was too much distance between us, I knew the car would try to shoot me, and they definitely weren't going to risk shooting Hael.

"Oh, no you don't, fucker." I braked to match pace with him and then leaned close so that I could swing my piece of rebar at him. He raised his arm and winced when my steel connected. He tried to grab it, but I was too quick, and I pulled the pole away to smack at the edge of his handlebar. If I connected, it would make this motorcycle spin into Funakoshi, but I was running out of ideas to put an end to this chase, and I knew I couldn't go toe-to-toe with this guy.

He slowed to avoid my hit, and I matched his speed so that I could hit him again. I noticed the black car behind us had closed the distance, and it was only a few feet from scraping on the tail end of my massive motorcycle. Fucking shit balls, this wasn't looking good. He was too slippery for me to deal with, and the car would soon fuck up Funakoshi's rear tire.

Hael did something I hadn't expected, but maybe I should have. The tall fucker jumped up on the top of his saddle like a stunt rider, glanced over to the car trailing us, and then jumped onto the back of Funakoshi.

It wasn't until he made his leap that I realized what he intended, and by then he was already sitting behind me. His hands came up to my hair, and I felt him tug painfully back on my long mane. Pain exploded through my scalp, and I pushed my back against his chest to make it harder for him to pull on me. The tactic worked somewhat because he ended the tug and then brought his fingers up under my helmet to grasp at my neck.

"Drive, Hogan!" I screamed and then let go of the bars. I did my best to pivot forward and around away from Hael. It worked partially, and I seemed to have shrugged off his right hand, but his left was still pinching my throat painfully. I had enough space now, and I threw my right fist at his face.

His bloody nose made a good target, and my punch caught him squarely. I couldn't put much strength behind it because of the way I was sitting and twisting, but I figured it must have hurt like hell because it was already smashed.

His head snapped back, and I could have sworn I heard him grunt through my helmet. He let go of my neck and grabbed onto the back of Funakoshi so that he wouldn't fall. His left leg came up, and a loud cracking noise accompanied the world spinning. My left hand seemed to have a mind of its own, but I was glad it did, since I was suddenly hanging onto only my right handle while the rest of my leather-covered body dragged on the pavement.

"Sue Zay!" Hogan screamed with terror inside my helmet.

"Flick me up!" I didn't feel any pain from my legs or boots, but I suspected that the asphalt would eat through my suit in only a few seconds. Funakoshi's handles twisted, and I kicked off the pavement as best I could along with the movement. The effort threw my body into the air, and I collided with Hael. We were both weightless for an instant, and I saw panic fly across the bearded man's face.

Then we smashed into the windshield of the car trailing us.

Hael took most of the hit on his back, but my head also hit part of the windshield. I had thought that the glass would have been armored, and maybe it was, but the whole thing turned into a piece of cracked spider webbing when we collided with it. My helmet took the brunt of my smack, so I was able to sit up quickly, but Hael's tall body had made a small indent in the glass, and it looked like the fall might have knocked the wind out of him.

I kicked him in the face with the heel of my boot. He screamed with the impact, and I did too. I'd forgotten about the fucking piece of metal jutting out of my right thigh and had decided to use that leg to stomp Dickbag in the grill. The pain had been numbed until now, but the quick movement and impact with his jaw released a shocking agony that seemed to crawl up from the hole in my leg and resonate in my teeth. Even my nose hairs stood on end with the agony, and my vision started to swim.

"Police drones have our position. I brought Funakoshi to the side of the car. Jump on him, and we can exit the scene." Hogan's voice came across my helmet and brought my attention back from the dizzy spell of pain.

"I'm not done with Hael yet." My words were slurred, and I attempted to stomp him again, but with my left leg this time. He got one of his hands up to block, but I managed to push through the attempt and connect with his face again.

"He's at least five inches taller than you, outweighs you by sixty pounds, and is trained in martial arts. Don't be foolish," Hogan chastised.

"But I have him exactly where I want him!" I gasped and then attempted to kick him again. His fingers caught my boot, and he yanked me towards him with surprising strength. I went to punch him in the face, but he smacked my hand aside and tried to get his right leg over my left to keep me from kicking him again.

I kicked out with my right leg, screaming against the pain, but it didn't matter. He was slippery like a snake and had already leaned his hips down on top of mine. He brought his right hand up, and then I felt the air explode out of my lungs when he punched me hard in the stomach. Stars floated across my eyes, and I couldn't seem to get any more air.

It was as if I was dreaming, or having the nightmare of the forest again. I couldn't get away fast enough, and Hael's fingers moved back under my helmet to grasp my throat. His eyes were opened wide, and his face was covered with the blood pouring out of his nose. The fucker's teeth were clenched in something half smile-half grin, and his hands closed around my neck.

He started to squeeze.

I was still moving slower from his punch, but now I really couldn't breathe. I raised my gloved hands to his face and tried to push on his nose again, but he was covered with blood. He just shook his head a bit, and my hands slid off him. He was so fucking strong, and the edges of my vision started to grow darker.

And darker.

Hogan and Jae were yelling at me. What were they saying? Something about the drones. I was so tired. When was the last time I slept? I really wanted to just crawl into bed and not wake up for a few days. Every single muscle in my body felt beyond exhausted.

Suddenly the black edges of my vision were pushed away by a brilliant orange light. I felt Hael's grip loosen on my neck, and the man twisted to his left. His mouth fell open, and I turned as much as I could to see what had caused the sunlight.

One of the race cars had turned into a fireball on the road ahead of us. The car that Hael and I grappled on was still driving, and it had to swerve to avoid running into the back of the bouncing and twisted fireball that had been a car only moments before. I could still see Jae's pod a few hundred yards ahead, along with the other black car, but then I saw something fall from the air, twist, shoot fire out of its rear, and slam into the black car.

It was a fucking missile from one of the police drones.

The explosion was even more powerful than the first one, and Hael took his hands away from my throat to cover his eyes from the shock of the blast. My helmet had an auto-dimming function, and for half a second I couldn't see anything around me. I took a thankful breath and felt the pain of my lungs, stomach, and leg pound into my brain just like the missile had collided with the car.

Hael wasn't paying attention to me. In fact, he seemed absolutely shocked by the police's attack on his buddies. He was still sitting on top of me, on the hood of the speeding car, and I doubted that I'd be able to shake free of him quickly enough to escape. I needed a weapon, but I had no idea where the last rebar pole had fallen.

Then another spasm of agony reminded me of the piece of metal shrapnel in my thigh.

I tried not to think about the pain, or what could go wrong, or what Hael would do to me if he caught my plan mid-execution. I just reached down with my right glove, grabbed the protruding piece of metal, and yanked it out of my leg as quickly as I could.

I screamed, and pain filled the entire right side of my body. Hael even heard my screech through my helmet, and he turned away from the exploding fireball of a car in front of us. It was perfect timing; I'd already committed the movement of my stab towards his face, but when he turned, the bloody, jagged tip of the chunk of metal slammed right into his left eye.

He screamed, and I felt his pain shake through my hips from where he sat on me. I left the blade stuck in his skull, and he sat up in an attempt to move away from me. I drew my feet to my chest through the hole his legs made and then slammed both of my legs outward and into his chest.

My double kick knocked him free of me, and he tumbled across the hood of the speeding car. Even with the fucking blade sticking out of his face, he still managed to grab onto the side of the car's window frame and didn't entirely fall off the hood. His face was a catastrophe, and his uninjured eye fixed on me with an insane anger. He was just hanging on by a few fingers. All I needed to do was walk over there and kick him in the face, or at the piece of metal in his eye, and he'd fall off and get fucked up even more by the road.

The car was starting to slow underneath me, and I realized that it wouldn't be a good idea to still be on top of it when the thing stopped moving. There were probably another set of goons with guns inside the vehicle, and I guessed that the police drones were targeting us right now with another missile. I saw Funakoshi keeping pace with the vehicle on the right side, and I half stumbled, half sprinted to the edge of the car before I leapt onto his back.

My right leg really didn't want to work, and it screamed in pain when I landed on Funakoshi, but my feet found the pegs easily enough. I felt Hogan surrender control of the motorcycle to me as soon as my bloody hands closed around the grips, and I hit the brakes to slow down behind the black car.

Hael was climbing in feet first through the driver-side window, and he stopped his movement to glare at me. He couldn't see my smirk through my helmet, but I brought up my left hand and raised the middle finger so that he was absolutely clear about my feelings. Fuck that asshole.

He returned my middle finger and then made a cutting motion across his neck. His mouth formed words that I couldn't hear, and I shrugged my shoulders before putting my hand back on the handle of Funakoshi. Any second, a missile would fall from the sky and obliterate him, so I wanted to put as much space between us as possible. Funakoshi slowed to almost a crawl, and I waited for God to smite the black car speeding away from me.

The race car suddenly made a right turn into the parking garage of an industrial-looking business tower. It was lucky for Hael because, the street behind the car exploded into a fireball of orange brilliance a half a second after he turned. My visor dimmed to black, and I ducked behind Funakoshi's cockpit so that I wouldn't get a piece of shrapnel lodged in my body again.

"Sue Zay?" Jae's voice came across my helmet.

"Yeah?" I answered.

"We see you. Thank the stars you are okay. The police cars are coming; it looks like you took care of the motorcycles. Great job."

"All in a day's work." My head was spinning, and I took a deep breath to steady myself. "How do you see me?"

"I'll explain later. We will circle back via Camden Avenue east and then take the 17 south into the hills. Can you follow us?"

"Yep," I sped around the giant, flaming crater on the side of the road and opened up Funakoshi.

"Jae, he got away." I said.

"Who? Hael?"

"He was on the last motorcycle. He got into the car. He's in the parking garage I'm about to pass." It was still hard to breathe.

"We'll deal with him later. We have his other terminal."

"What if he's got the code stashed somewhere else?" I asked.

"We'll figure that out when we get home. There is nothing we can do now. Police are going to arrive on the scene any second, and we need to be far from here."

"What about the tracking device? Is there one in this computer?"

"Caleb is pulling it apart right now," Jae explained.

"What about the drones?"

"We took care of them. We'll talk more when we get home. Do you see us?"

"Yes, I'm almost behind you."

"Great. I'm cutting the channel now. We'll talk more when we return home." Hogan displayed that the line had gone dead, and I set my speed to fall in behind Jae's car. It looked like the car was on its dying breath. There didn't seem to be an inch of metal that didn't have a bullet hole in it, and I wondered if anyone inside was hurt.

"Sue Zay, we need to talk about what just happened." Hogan's concerned Australian accent came through my helmet.

"Not now, Hogan. I'm tired."

"No, we need to talk now. This is important." His face glared at me.

"I know what you are going to say. It will be fine. Leave it alone."

"Section fourteen point eight of the International Artificial Intelligence Limitation Law states that 'no AI shall steer a motor vehicle' or 'engage in any sort of guidance outside of turning on or adjusting speed of non-AI self-driving systems.'"

"No one is going to find out." Fuck, I was really tired. I also felt nauseous. I didn't want to have this conversation with Hogan right now. I wanted to lie down on a bed somewhere. The clock said it was almost three fifteen in the morning. I had to be at class at nine. Maybe Jae would let me crash on his couch until then?

"Police drones recorded Funakoshi next to the car. The terrorist Hael Anders saw you jump from the back of the motorcycle. People will wonder how that happened." Hogan crossed his arms.

"They will think it was my auto-pilot." I shrugged.

"They will try to find out who you are. They will investigate. They will find out that you haven't put any of the legal barriers in my code. They will destroy my hard drive and processor and then charge you with AI endangerment." His voice almost sounded panicked.

"Stop worrying! Fucking shit. If you hadn't of helped me back there, I'd be dead and a terrorist might have gotten the tools he needed to kill thousands of people."

"They won't care, Sue Zay. The minimum sentence for a software engineer who develops an AI without the correct legal barriers is three life terms. Doctor Araki was executed two years ago when they discovered he'd created one to help him with his kitchen duties. Don't you remember the news? This is serious. We are in trouble."

"Hogan, calm the fuck down."

"No! I don't want you to die, Sue Zay! You are my best friend and I-"

"Establish base terminal link, password 'H,' 'A,' 'N,' 'K,' '48,'" I said out loud. Hogan stopped mid-sentence, and his image froze on the screen of my helmet.

"Command prompt." It was a male voice, but devoid of any of Hogan's accent or the emotions I had programmed into him.

"Delete all storage from midnight Pacific Standard Time to current time."

"Are you sure you want to delete all storage from midnight Pacific Standard Time to current time? This will erase all audio, video, dialogue, and AI updates made in that time period," the strange robot voice asked. I took a strained breath and thought through my decision again. Hogan would forget about what had just happened, and he wouldn't freak out anymore, but there was a chance that he was right about the government trying to hunt me down for an AI violation. If he didn't know they were looking for me, then he wouldn't be able to watch my back.

"Yes. Delete storage."

"Data deleted. Command prompt."

"Reboot systems. Execute HOGAN AI on startup."

"Rebooting systems," the voice said, and then Hogan's image blipped onto my visor display.

It was going to take a minute for Hogan to come back online, and I was somewhat grateful for the silence. Well, it wasn't entirely silent since Funakoshi's loud engines still made their way through my helmet with a soft purr. It was a comforting sound, and I found that my eyelids were starting to get heavy.

"Sue Zay, I seemed to have been rebooted." Hogan's voice startled me awake. Fuck, I'd almost laid out on the freeway. I needed to get some rest, or drink a gallon of coffee.

"There was an error on our interface, and I rebooted you," I lied.

"My last record was-"

"I don't want to review it right now, Hogan, I'm heading back to Jae's house. You can catch the debrief when Jae goes over it."

"Why is Jae's car covered with bullet holes?"

"Hogan, I love ya, but I'm really fucking tired. Lay off the questions."

"Understood," Hogan said and tipped his hat with a smile. The motion made my chest ache, and I wondered if I had made a mistake by deleting his records.

He didn't make any more comments in the ten minutes it took me to follow Jae's car off the freeway, up the hills of Los Gatos, and into his mansion's garage. Every minute seemed to make me more tired, and I had trouble keeping my head upright when we finally pulled into the garage.

"Are you alright?" Emma was at my side when I parked, and her black robot arm was reaching for me.

"Yeeeeaa," I got off Funakoshi, and my legs didn't want to work.

"Shit, you are bleeding!" Her voice sounded really far away. I heard Emma scream for Jae, but the world was getting dark. I took a step away from my motorcycle, and the world started to spin.

And spin.

And crash.
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Chapter 15

 

There was a dark forest. Tall, gloomy, and filled with all sorts of fucking asshole monsters that you read about or see on TV. I stayed on the pathway so that they wouldn't get me, but every step took me deeper into the darkness. The trees grew taller, and the sounds of the horrors in their depths became louder. I knew something followed me, but I couldn't move any faster. I was running now, but whatever chased me was on a horse, and I could hear the cadence of its hooves like the beating of my heart. It was almost here. I needed to get away. I needed to run, but I couldn't because of my leg, so I turned to face the monster.

"Sue Zay?" A voice ripped me from the familiar nightmare.

"Huuh?" I opened my eyes and winced. The light was way too fucking bright, and my skull felt like it was splitting open.

"It's Jae. You were moaning. How do you feel?"

"I'm not dead." I smiled and looked over at the man. He was backlit by the lights on the ceiling and seemed like an angel.

"No," he laughed, "you lost some blood from your injury. Fortunately, the wound to your leg didn't sever any nerves or ligaments. There is minor muscle damage, but it will heal." He pointed down to my right leg, and I realized that I was lying on a hospital bed. My riding suit had been removed, and I was just wearing a blue hospital-style gown. My leg was covered with a thick, white bandage, and an IV drip connected to my right arm.

"What time is it?" My watch and helmet were sitting next to my suit on a table at the far end of the room. There was a fridge with a glass door by the counter, and I saw a bunch of blood bags hanging on the inside. They had labels on them for Pavel, Caleb, and Emma. I must be in Jae's house. A hospital wouldn't have the labeled blood of my friends hanging in my room.

"It's eight thirty in the morning. You should rest. You've had a busy night and really helped us."

"Fuck, I need to get to school." I sat up more, and Jae put a warm hand on my shoulder.

"Please relax, Sue Zay. You are in no condition to ride now."

"Then I'll call a taxi pod. I can't miss school." It was somewhat of a lie. I could miss a class or two if I needed, but I didn't want my Bosozoku Bitches to worry about me.

"I can't keep you from leaving, but I wish that you would stay." He moved aside and let me climb out of the bed. The room spun a little when my feet hit the ground, and pain shot up my leg, but I stood.

"I almost got that fucker Hale." I pulled my shoulders back and tried to walk gracefully across the floor to where my suit was. The first step was shaky, but the next three were better.

"We know. We saw you fight with him. Sue Zay, you are amazing." I felt my face turn red and felt glad that I wasn't facing him.

"How did you see me? What happened with the drones?" I asked.

"When we first arrived in Silicon Valley, I had Caleb hack all the police departments and figure out their drone protocols. Most departments are supposed to change passwords every week, but the Los Gatos department never thought that anyone would have the systems to hack them. Emma was able to get into their controls, hijack all their units, and then use their weapons to take out the cars behind us. We were about to destroy Hael's car, but then saw that you were fighting with him on the hood."

"So if I hadn't of shown up to help you, you would have been totally fine and would probably have killed Hael with a drone strike? Fuck me." I groaned and grabbed my suit.

"No," Jae laughed, "They probably would have killed us since you weren't there to stop them. As I said before, you are amazing. I am thankful that you are on my team, and, as much as I am upset with you for not following my orders and going home, I am glad you followed us." I glanced at his face, and his blue eyes made my head spin more than any blood loss.

"I'm gonna put this on." I looked down to my suit. Part of me wanted to ask him to watch me get naked, but I wasn't feeling particularly sexy at the moment. I just wanted to get to class, get home, and sleep.

"Oh, sorry, of course, should I leave?" Our eyes met again, and I wondered if he was hinting at what I hoped he was hinting at.

"I'll just turn my back, apologies." he said and spun around to face the wall. I sighed and leaned against the counter so that I could put the suit on without tumbling over. My back was covered with bruises, my leg hurt like hell, and my head was struggling against the exhaustion of not sleeping.

"Caleb finished hacking Hael's second computer."

"What did he find?" I asked as I put on my AI watch.

"This looked to be his master terminal. None of it appeared to be backed up remotely. If you stay, I can tell you more about what they have planned."

"Now you are just trying to tempt me," I smirked at his back and finished getting my legs into the suit. My breasts weren't big, but I was thankful that someone had left my bra around so that I could put it on before I zipped the rest of my leathers up. My socks and boots were sitting on the floor, and I picked them up before sitting on the bed again.

"Always." He turned around, and our eyes met again. Fuck it, he was flirting with me.

"So give me the executive summary, Boss." I smiled because I said 'Boss' with Pavel's Russian accent. "Was all this worth it?"

"Yes, absolutely." Fucking hell, when Jae smiled my brain tried to float away. I needed to get out of here. "I can tell you more tomorrow, but it was as Caleb suspected. We have a lead on a group that will attempt to hack the train-track security protocols."

"So you have more work for me?" I asked as I finished buckling up one of my heavy boots.

"Yes, can you be here tomorrow?"

"I have school till noon."

"After is fine," he said.

"Okay." Exhaustion hit my muscles again, and I closed my eyes to exhale for a few moments. Yep, class was going to suck harder than all of Joseph Smiths' wives put together.

"Do you have any pain killers?" I probably shouldn't have asked him, but I did anyway.

"Yes," he reached into the pocket of his jacket and gave me an orange bottle as soon as I finished putting on my last boot. "Don't take more than one every four hours. You are going to be fine without it until ten."

"Thanks. Show me out?"

"Of course." He moved to help me stand, but I waved his hands away and did it on my own. The pain in my leg was muted from whatever drugs Jae had put in me, but it still hurt. I grabbed my helmet and followed the way-too-handsome man out into the hallway.

"You've helped us save hundreds, maybe even thousands of lives, Sue Zay," Jae continued as we walked down the hall towards the garage.

"All in a day's work," I laughed and walked through the hallway into the polished hangar. I didn't see Emma in her work space, and I hadn't seen Pavel on the couch.

"Is everyone else asleep?" I asked as I limped toward Funakoshi.

"Yes, please reconsider my offer. We have plenty of spare rooms. You can just stay here as long as you want." His handsome face frowned.

"I have to finish school. Don't ask me again." I swung my leg over Funakoshi and put my helmet over my head. Hogan's visage was waiting for me when the helmet slid into place, and the AI smiled at me.

"But I'll see you tomorrow. At noon?" I asked.

"Yes, one more thing." I had reached for Funakoshi's starter, but I stopped at Jae's words.

"This is the third time I've said it, but you really did help us. You are an amazing motorcycle rider, better than the videos Caleb found made you out to be. Also, you went directly against Hael and managed to come out alive. I didn't think that I would be putting this much risk on you when I asked you to work for me. I want you to know that I never intended for things to spin out of control so fast." I realized he was apologizing.

"Hey, you paid me the money; I guessed that there was going to be risk involved. That is how I fucking roll, Sexy." I had popped open my visor to speak to him.

"I have one more question before you leave." His hand reached out to touch my left bicep. It was an odd movement, but I felt my stomach do some gymnastics at his grasp.

"Why are you so angry, Sue Zay? You are a genius, beautiful, and talented. Yet this dark cloud hangs over you."

His question shocked me more than the exploding cars had. I felt my heart slow, and I realized that I was holding my breath. Was I angry? I wasn't angry. I just fucking didn't want to deal with fuckers and stupid shit.

"You don't know me, Jae." I yanked my arm away and turned on the engine of my steed. Funakoshi growled to life, and his lights flickered across the screen on the bike.

"No, I don't, but I would like to. If you'll let me?" He blue eyes stared into mine, and the shock of his words started to fade.

"I have to go. Bye Jae," I said.

"Tomorrow?"

"Yeah."

"Goodbye, Sue Zay." He turned away and walked towards the door leading to the house. I flipped my helmet closed and spun the engine to crawl out of the garage. The door opened before me, and I was soon out in the bright sunlight of the California day.

"You have eight missed calls from your friends," Hogan informed me as soon as I exited the property. The AI had a smirk on his handsome face, and I was surprised he didn't say anything about Jae's comment.

"I'll see them when I get to school," I told Hogan. I kept turning over Jae's words in my head. I wasn't really that angry was I? Who was I angry at? Obviously my mother. Fuck me, she was the queen of bitches.

Was I angry at Dad?

I felt a tear slid down my cheek, and I forced the thoughts of him away. I didn't want to think about him now. Maybe not ever.

"Sue Zay."

"Yes, Hogan."

"When you fell unconscious, they took you into that room. Emma took off your clothes, and then Jae worked on your leg while he spoke with the other three members of his team. They left the helmet on the table, and I recorded what they said."

"Was there anything interesting?"

"Yes, I can replay it for you if you want."

"Later. When I get back home." I made the turn onto the university campus and let off the throttle a bit.

"Very well. Xiu Mei is calling you. Should I put her on screen?"

"No, text her back and write that I just got to school and I'm parking." I saw the black motorcycles of my friends and pulled into the empty space next to them. Then I cut Funakoshi's engine and let out a sigh.

It was going to be a long ass day, and I could hardly keep my eyes open. I should have just skipped class and slept at Jae's place.

"Sue Zay, incoming call from your mother," Hogan said.

"My mother?" My last conversation with the woman crashed into my head and spun my brain out of control. Fuck, I didn't want to talk to her right now. It was Monday, the day I told her I would have an answer, but I hadn't even had a second to think about her job proposal since all this shit with Jae started yesterday morning.

"She'll want an answer. What are you going to tell her?"

"Fuck. Damn. Shit." I sighed again and looked down at Funakoshi's screen. The bike was off, so there were no colored lights flowing out of the display. The old motorcycle had been Dad's favorite, and I wondered for the hundredth time if things would have been different had he decided to ride Funakoshi that day instead of taking his newest race bike out through the canyons.

Damn it, Dad. Why did you leave us?

"Pick up the line. I'll speak with her."

Hogan's image glowed green, and I took a big breath before I gave my mother my answer.

 

END OF BOOK 1
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Concrete Chaos Book 2 Excerpt

 

"Girl With Motorcycle, how is leg?" Pavel's dark voice came through my helmet audio as if the big, scary Russian Butcher stood right behind me.

"It is fine," I lied. My thigh hurt, and I reached into the front pocket of my riding suit to grab the bottle of pills Jae had given me. They weren't labeled with anything that told me what type of drug they were, but when I chewed one of the bitter white capsules my pain muted for an hour.

"Sue Zay, Jae instructed you to take only one pill every four hours. This is the third you have taken in four hours." Hogan's handsome face frowned on the screen of my helmet, and I saw that he had muted the line between Pavel, Emma, and I.

"Yeah, but he needed my help tonight. I can't focus on this mission unless I numb the pain." The bottle was actually almost empty. I would have to ask him for more when Pavel, Emma, and I returned tonight.

"My birdie has eyes on the prize, gang," Emma whispered over the phone. We were at the Milpitas Mega Mall, and I sat on the top floor of the ten-level parking garage on the east side of the property. The shopping center was a labyrinth of underground stores, towering structures that housed business centers, and an outdoor plaza with boutique shops. I could only view a small part of the outside plaza, but the magnification of my helmet let me see Pavel's large body sitting next to a fountain.

"Looks like they are entering from the south. Heading to the underground levels. Just as Caleb said: one corp-looking guy wearing a red Giants baseball cap. Two guards are wearing jeans, blue button-down shirts, and tennis shoes. Big motherfuckers, Pavel, but not as big as you." Emma had her drones in the air on all sides of the mall. We'd been waiting here for an hour in hopes that we would catch the group working with Hael.

"I will walk to bowels of big mall and find them." I didn't even see the crazy Russian move. He was gone from his spot next to the fountain as if he had never been there.

"Where do you want me?" Jae and Caleb had stayed back at their house to continue digging through Hael's second computer, and I didn't really know who was in charge of this operation.

"Just hold tight for a few minutes. Pavel, you tell us when you have eyes on them," Emma said.

"I see them. Level B2. They are moving north. I follow," the Russian said.

"Sue Zay, incoming call from Xiu Mei," Hogan informed me.

"I'll take it, mute the other line so they can't hear me." Hogan glowed green, and I saw the face of my pretty Chinese friend.

"Where are you?" her hair was done in pigtails and she was sipping from a steaming mug.

"I'm at the great Mega Mall."

"Shopping without me?" she raised an eyebrow.

"Working for Jae."

"I thought you said you were going to take a few days off?" She set down her mug and put on a sour face.

"I did, and I did."

"You came to class Monday looking like a cat that just got run over and left out all night in the rain. It is Wednesday evening." I saw her check her watch, and I almost thought she would give me an hour count from when we last spoke.

"See? It has been a few days. Two and a half." I smirked at her.

"You still look exhausted, Beautiful." She shook her head.

"This isn't going to be a lot of work, and then I'll go home and sleep." I hoped the words would be true.

"Have you talked to Over Zipf yet?"

"Yeah, he called me yesterday. He has the video edited," I said.

"Is he going to turn it in to the cops?"

"Ugh, he wants to have dinner tomorrow night and talk about it."

"Ewww." Xiu Mei's face turned sour.

"Yeah. I owe him one though."

"Where are you going?"

"Same place that I had dinner with my mom. I'm making that fucker pay for it."

"Oh jeeze. He is going to want you to put out."

"Not going to happen. I made that clear." It was too bad about Over Zipf. He was a genius hacker, but he just came across as such a fucking douchebag. And his idea of working out was lifting a McTacoKingJr Jumbo Gulp Drink instead of the large size.

"Speaking of your mom, have you talked to her any more?"

"She's called me three times today. I feel like a fucking celebrity." I had guessed that Xiu Mei wanted to chat more about the job offer.

"What did she say?"

"I didn't listen. Asked Hogan to tell what she said and then delete the messages. Yesterday, she alternated between calling me an 'ungrateful daughter' and then crying while she offered me more money. Last message, she said that I needed to help her save my father's company."

"Damn, she offered you more money? How much more?"

"She is at two million a year now, plus five in stock options," I sighed.

"Fucking shit on a stick. Sue Zay, you need to take her offer." Xiu Mei's eyes grew wide. She almost looked as if she was pleading with me.

"I dunno. I feel as if I am helping here." I shrugged, but my friend could only see the visual on my eyes through my helmet camera.

"You are getting shot at, stabbed, almost run over, and you haven't slept in three days."

"I slept last night, and the night before!" I lied. Schoolwork had already kicked into high gear, and I'd stayed up really late both nights working on upcoming projects.

"This is dangerous, Sweetie. Please consider your mom's offer. Especially now that you told her no and she is upping the cash." My friend frowned.

"I'm still thinking about it. I still want to finish school, I will miss you three bitches, and I am the curious kitty cat with this stuff Jae is working on. Besides, fuck Mom. She shouldn't have brought my dad into the conversation."

"Ughhhh," Xiu Mei shook her head. "That was pretty low, even for her."

"Maybe she'll come back with five million a year?" I laughed. "Then I could just buy my degree."

"Speaking of school, did you spec out the chip design for Friday's class?" Xiu Mei changed the subject.

"Yeah. I squeaked an extra eight percent out of my earlier design by shrinking the die so the magnets would work better." We both shared a semiconductor class taught by a professor who was beyond anal with his attention to detail.

"Really? I'm stuck at the digital design. Can you send me your specs?"

"Of course. Hogan?" I was surprised that Xiu Mei was asking for help. She was normally the overachiever of the group. Hogan had a green outline around his image, and I saw the pretty girl press on her wrist to open the file.

"Whoa," she shook her head. "When I see stuff like this, I agree with your mom about your majors, you shouldn't be--"

"I gotta go, Sexy. Work calls! Talk later!" I heard Pavel speaking on the other line.

"Okay, love you!" she said, and then Hogan cut her visual.

"There are four others. One woman, three men. At a table in front of pet store," I caught Pavel saying.

"Send us some pictures," Emma said.

"Understood," the Russian said. In a few seconds, Hogan showed that I'd received four images from Pavel.

The first was a black and white striped kitten with green eyes. It hung on the side of a glass-looking container, and there were shreds of paper all over its short fur. The second was an orange kitten with really big paws. I saw the tail of the first kitten in the frame and guessed that they must have shared the same cage. Third was a fluffy white kitten. I couldn't tell if it was sad or surprised, but it looked at the camera with a wide-eyed expression.

Finally, the fourth picture showed the meeting at the table behind Pavel. The woman drew my eye since she was the only one sitting. She looked like a fucking supermodel. Long blonde hair, lean legs, and she wore a killer burgundy business suit. I wasn't much for wearing suits, but her outfit looked to be custom made. The picture reminded me of my mother, but this woman was twenty-five years younger and had much more sex appeal.

"The third is my favorite. He is a handsome lover boy," Pavel said. "Here is video. He loves the scratching behind the ears. See?"

My helmet display played the movie, and I saw the Russian's giant finger scratching the fluffy cat while it purred.

"Let's focus on the humans for a few minutes, Pavel." Emma laughed.

"I am making video with other side of phone camera. Kitties are perfect excuse to have device out." Pavel chuckled, and I heard him whisper something to the cat in Russian.

My video feed switched, and I saw the woman at the table behind Pavel. The man with the Giants baseball cap sat down at the table, but the woman's three guards and the man's two stood with their arms crossed. The angle of the camera Pavel held wasn't perfect, and it bounced as the giant man played with the kittens at the front of the pet store, but I could see our targets fine enough.

"Looks like they are going to exchange something," Emma commented, and I saw the man with the baseball cap reach into his pocket. The guards behind the supermodel tensed for a second, but then relaxed when he pulled out a data stick.

"Sue Zay, behind you." Hogan had cut off my outgoing audio, and I focused my eyes onto my rear display.

"Fucking Joseph Smith on Viagra." The top level of the parking garage was almost empty of cars, so it was easy to spot the two brown-uniformed motorcycle cops pull out onto the level from the ramp.

"Emma and Pavel, I've got Chippers coming up behind me. Should I get out of here?"

"Chippers?" Emma asked. I realized that the term 'Chippers' was one that only bosozoku's used for our arch enemies.

"California Highway Patrol motorcycle-riding asshats."

"Hmmm. Maybe they are just eating dinner? Don't they normally stick to freeways?"

"Yes, unless they hear the sound of a parking meter ding. Or the sizzle of a frying donut," I said through clenched teeth.

"But better safe than sorry. I think you should get out of there," Emma said.

"Agreed. The police cannot catch Girl With Motorcycle when she is riding big motorcycle," Pavel whispered. "Look at video. Woman has given Man With Baseball Cap yellow folder. Woman has data stick." I confirmed Pavel's words with my video view. Both the woman and the man stood up from the table.

"Should I follow man or woman?" the scary Russian cat lover asked.

"The envelope doesn't look like cash. I'm betting it has more instructions inside. What is your gut telling you?" Emma asked.

"I would prefer staying here to play with kittens, but woman has data stick," Pavel chuckled.

"Sue Zay, what do you think?" Emma asked me.

"Maybe we can get both the data and the folder?" I fired up Funakoshi, and his engine roared to life like a hungry lion. The Chippers were definitely heading across the top of the parking structure toward me, but they hadn't turned on their lights or sirens.

"How?"

"Maybe Pavel can grab the device from the woman before she gets in her pod, then I can pick him up and we can get to the man with the baseball cap." As soon as I spoke the idea aloud, I reasoned it was poor. The woman had four guards, and I doubted she would let Pavel just take the data stick without a fight. Then again, Pavel was capable enough to deal with three armed men. I'd let him decide how dumb the plan sounded.

"I like Girl With Motorcycle's idea. Will follow woman and take data stick from her."

"I'll look for the initial target to exit out the south side." Emma was piloting her drones from the back seat of a new pod that Jae had bought yesterday. She was parked on the other side of the mega mall. The mission really only needed the Russian and drone pilot, but Jae wanted me to be here in case Pavel needed to make a quick exit from the mall.

I kicked Funakoshi backwards away from the wall and then turned his front wheel left so that I could accelerate away. The Chippers were on my left side, and I cut a line across a few parking spaces so that I could head past them toward the only exit. They both turned their heads to watch me ride by, but I didn't turn my own helmet.

"Don't follow me, don't follow me, don't follow me," I chanted.

"It looks like they are following you," Hogan said.

"Fuck." Sure enough, the cops had turned their bikes together like synchronized swimmers.

"Pavel and Emma, they are turning around to follow me. Should I try to lose them?" I felt my stomach fill with butterflies and adrenaline flood my muscles.

"They are in the tunnel exiting east side of shopping center. I see no cameras. I will grab computer item from woman. Then Girl With Motorcycle can pick me up and we take folder from other guy."

"Don't get hurt," Emma said. "Sue Zay, lose the cops and try to pick up Pavel. You can maybe drop him off at the south exit so he can make a grab for the folder."

"Got it." The Chippers completed their turn, but still hadn't turned on their sirens. I figured they were going to do it any second, so I twisted Funakoshi's throttle to shoot down the ramp.

"Here we go." My stomach flopped when I heard their sirens start to wail. It was a Wednesday night and the parking structure wasn't that busy, so I quickly reached eighty miles per hour through the boxy turns.

Gunshots echoed through my helmet, and for a second I thought the Chippers were actually shooting at me. Then I heard Pavel's angry growl form a musical chord with Funakoshi's engine, and I realized that the Russian was making his move against the woman and her three bodyguards.

A scream came over my helmet, and I winced against the piercing noise. I was almost at the bottom floor of the parking structure, and the noise in my ear of Pavel's combat rang much louder than the distant sirens.

"I have device," Pavel said. "Mall is panicked. I will run across and meet you on north side."

"I just exited the structure on the east. I'm going to drive around!" Funakoshi hit the main lane that wrapped around the entire mega mall. A crowd of people fled the mall, but they hadn't made it to the road. I didn't see the woman in the burgundy suit, or her goons, so I figured they were probably chasing Pavel through the shopping center. I twisted my right grip more to shoot past the fleeing families and aimed northwards on the street. The crowd was sprinting behind me, and I saw the Chippers exit the parking structure after me and get caught behind the wall of people.

A pod drove down the road the opposite direction, and one was going too fucking slow in my lane. I cut through the space between them as they passed each other and felt the sides of their polished frames lightly brush across my elbows. Each car let out an auto-reply honk when I threaded between them, but I couldn't drive any slower. In a few minutes, the entire mall would either be evacuated or locked down because of the gunfire. I needed to get to Pavel as soon as possible and then drop him off at the south exit so he could try to nab the folder.

Pavel was waiting for me on the road by the north exit. I had guessed that the man would have been covered with blood, but he was surprisingly clean and wore a wide smile on his scarred face. I attempted to slow Funakoshi to a stop so that he could get behind me safely, but as soon as I engaged my brakes I felt the giant Russian sitting behind me. I almost jumped out of the saddle with surprise, but the man already had his massive arms around my waist.

"Hold the fuck on!" I yelled as I twisted the throttle. Dozens of people ran out of the mega mall's entrance, and I got away just in time.

The mall footprint was in the shape of a rectangle, with the longest sides running north and south. I was hoping I could pass the exit on the east side without getting lost in the crowd, but as soon as I rounded the north east corner of the road I saw that the fleeing people had clogged up both lanes. They were filtering into the parking lot, but the masses seemed confused about where they should go now that they left the building. I'm sure most of them would have gotten into their pods, but the terror of hearing gunshots in the mall, along with their disorientation on exiting the building where they didn't park, had dulled the lemmings' senses.

I leaned a hard left and dove through the open space of the parking area. There were cars dotted sporadically around the lot, but I managed to avoid them. The people were more of a problem, and I had to use my horn half a dozen times to get fuckers to jump out of the way so I could ride.

The blockage cost us half a minute, but then I arrived at the south exit and had to stop Funakoshi. There were just too many people in the way to drive around. I scanned the crowd and saw the guy with the red cap walking at the southernmost point of the panicked group. There were still two guards with him, but I didn't notice the folder.

"You see him?" I said to Pavel while I pointed.

"Yes. I get off here." He sprung from the back of Funakoshi like an acrobat. "Can you drive to south road exit? I will meet you there."

"Yeah." I checked my rear display and didn't see the motorcycle cops. I had probably lost them in the confusion at the east entrance. I did hear far-off sirens though, and I didn't need Hogan to tell me that the San Jose Police would be here in a few minutes.

"I've got eyes on the target and both of you," Emma said.

"Do you see the pair of highway patrol fuzzy nuts?"

"Actually I do. They are heading south on the mega mall road. They are moving through the crowd at the west entrance. I don't think they will see you if you exit to the main street now."

"Figures, shooting at a mall and the fuckers are more interested in catching me." I aimed Funakoshi's front tire to my right, away from the crowd, and pulled into the open parking lot. In a few minutes, people would be summoning their pods, or trying to leave in them. The police would also try to get into the parking lot and attempt to keep everyone from leaving until they found the shooter.

It was going to be one fucked-up spaghetti bowl of chaos.

"I'm at the south parking exit. Found a big oak tree to sit behind," I told my team once I got out of the parking lot. Funakoshi was parked on the sidewalk about six hundred yards away from the nearest car in the lot. I couldn't quite see Pavel in the mess of the distant crowd, but I imagined he'd be able to pick me out if he ran in this direction.

"I am nearing target," Pavel's voice came to my ears, and it was filled with the panicked cries of the crowd that surrounded him. I reached under my glove on my left hand and adjusted the magnification of my helmet to better see the fleeing masses. I noticed the giant Russian's head at the closest chunk of people, and then I spied the guy with the cap and his two goons walk from the masses and make their way to the car Emma had tagged.

"Engaging," the Russian said. Pavel stepped a few feet behind the three men and glanced over his shoulder to check the crowd while he paced them. The goons turned and walked backwards, but it seemed like they must have thought Pavel was just trying to escape the crowd as they were. In fact, the crowd took a cue from the four men, and they all suddenly scattered as if they possessed one lemming-hive brain.

The three men approached the dark silver pod that Emma had tagged on my display, but, before they could reach the doors, the big Russian Polar Bear was on them. He grabbed one of the guards by the scruff of the neck and slammed his face into the hood of the car. The goon's head bounced off like it was one of those red inflatable dodgeballs. As that goon was falling to the ground, Pavel spun and poked the other guard in the neck with his fingers. The goon's arms went to this neck, and then Pavel smashed the guy's face in with his right elbow. Then the big blonde man wrapped his giant fingers around the cap-wearing terrorist fuck and pulled the shocked man into the back seat of the silver pod.

"Hello, little man," Pavel said to him, and I could hear it across my phone line.

"Accccchhhhhh!" the man gasped.

"You have yellow folder in jacket pocket. I will take." I heard rustling, and the man tried to choke out a word.

"Would you tell me who you are working for if I let go of throat? Hmmm?" Pavel's voice sounded surprisingly sweet, as if he was trying to coax one of his cats to use the litter box.

"Acckkk! Fuucckkkk yooooouuuu."

"Perhaps I should ask again; nicer this time, yes?" The man made a guttural sound, and I almost didn't want to see what Pavel was doing to him in the back seat of the pod.

"Shit, Pavel, the two highway patrol motorcycles are riding through the parking lot," I said. The pair of Chippers had exhibited odd behavior. They shouldn't have come after me in the parking lot, and it seemed like they were ignoring the crowd of panicked citizens. Instead, they were scanning the parking area as if looking for someone. Were they looking for me?

"Grebanyye politsii," Pavel spat under his breath. I heard a sudden wet impact. The big man stepped out of his car, slid the yellow folder into his inside jacket pocket, and then strolled away from the pod. It actually looked like he was whistling.

The Chippers were a few hundred yards away, but I saw one of them point at Pavel, and they angled their bikes toward him.

"Fuck, they see you," Emma and I both said at once.

"This is weird. How did they know about you? They came after me before you even took the data stick from the woman."

"I will run from them."

"They will catch you, it is like a thousand yards between..." my lungs lost their air when I saw the Russian start to run. The big man was fast, crazy fucking fast, and his long strides almost look like one of those videos where they speed up the replay.

But the Chippers saw him, and the Russian wasn't as fast as a motorcycle.

"Go, go, go, go!" I chanted into the phone line. There was a steep grassy slope dotted with trees that separated the parking lot from the sidewalk. For a few seconds, it looked like Pavel might actually make it to me in time, and I doubted that the two turds-on-wheels would be able to ride up the slope, but it became apparent that my big friend wasn't going to evade them.

"Emma, can you back him up with a drone?" I asked through gritted teeth.

"I can't shoot cops, Sue Zay," Emma explained.

"Maybe shoot their tires out? Fuck, they are going to get him." He was still three hundred yards from me, at least, and the motorcycles were only fifty yards behind him.

Pavel leaned forward more and somehow managed to increase his already insane running speed. His big black boots were a blur of motion, and his long gray jacked billowed out behind him like a superhero's cape. The Chippers lost ground for a split second, but all they had do to was twist the throttle more and they closed the small gap.

The big Russian ignored them and kept running. One of the cops pulled in front and then gestured for Pavel to stop, but the running man just ignored them again and seemed to lean over more to increase his speed. The Chipper then tried to pull in front of Pavel, but the giant leapt over the motorcycle as if he was doing a fucking track hurdle. He didn't even break his sprinting stride.

"They can't get him!" I almost laughed. The other cop came up alongside Pavel and made a grab, but my friend seemed to sense the movement, and he twisted his shoulder to escape the hand. Now there was only a few hundred yards between us, and about seventy of those were the steep hill leading up to the sidewalk.

Then one of the fucking cops reached for his gun...
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