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      For Maggie Carpenter.

      

      As Annie is always there for Alden, Maggie is always there for me. Neither Alden nor myself would ever get very much done without these strong and amazing women in our lives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “I’m not even supposed to be here today.”

        Dante, Mall Rats
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      All I ever wanted to do was teach myself how to play guitar, head on down to the STU Corporation, and have them hook my brain up to a little machine that would transfer my guitar-playing skill to another person willing to pay me thirty-five grand. Then, I would take the money, pay some bills, and go on a little vacation with my girlfriend, Annie. It was a nice life. It was an easy life. Now, however, I was up here on this stupid tourist trap space station getting vertigo looking down at Earth and trying to see if I could spot any of the three different countries I was wanted in, for murder, smuggling, assault, grand theft, and a laundry list of other stuff I didn’t actually do. Yeah, right about now, I should be practicing making the transition between a full G chord and a full A, but instead, I needed to figure out how to steal a ridiculously expensive little piece of technology tucked away inside this space station, so I would be able to clear my name and get everyone to stop trying to kill me and Annie. How did this big brown snowball of crap start rolling downhill in my direction? Greed. Greed of the STU Corporation, greed of the government . . . and we should never forget, the greed of my jag-off travel agent slash skill salesman brother, who basically started this whole thing by going off-menu and skimming an extra thousand bucks for himself on top of his commission. So, the story needed to start there, I guess.

      

      
        
        SKILLS MENU

      

      

      

      
        
        All skills listed below are final sale with no refunds issued. Skill Recipients can receive the skills via direct brain transfer at the Midtown Manhattan STU Corporation building only. Full Payment is due at time of purchase. For other skills available at other locations, ask your agent.

      

      

      

      Downhill Skiing

      Proficient - $25,000

      Intermediate - $35,000

      Expert - $50,000

      Olympic Athlete (certificate of medal provided upon request) - $500,000

      

      Hunting

      Basic Skills (tracker and guide still required for most safaris) - $30,000

      Expert - $75,000

      Professional (including full set of survival skills for extended solo tracking safaris) - $250,000

      

      Surfing

      Proficient - $25,000

      Intermediate - $40,000

      Expert (including big wave surfing) - $100,000

      

      “I don’t see anything listed here for scuba diving,” said the well-dressed man in the wood and leather chair seated opposite Brandon Heath, a travel agent and skill salesman with Adventure Plus Skills.

      “Well, you don’t really need to buy that as a skill, Mr. Kertz. I know of two different local companies that offer intensive weekend classes, where you can get fully certified for scuba in just two days.”

      “I know,” Mr. Kertz replied. “My time is limited, though, so I’d rather spend what free bits of it I have enjoying myself and not studying coursework. I was told you had a scuba skill available at this agency.”

      “We do,” Brandon said. Far be it for Brandon to ever try to talk a client out of spending money, but the scuba skill on the Adventure Plus Skills menu was quite literally the cheapest thing they offered, and it wasn’t even close. The skill had originally made its way onto the menu at a price of $75,000 because an ex-military man with full Navy dive certification was the Donor. After selling the skill, though, which, of course, is a one-way transfer that removed the skill from his own brain, transferring it to his Recipient, the military man had just gone and taken a weekend dive certification class, and instead of changing the whole menu, Adventure Plus Skills had just removed the 7 from the price of the skill and changed the original $75,000 price to $5,000. All agents were instructed to notate that the skill was now recreational level only, and no longer came with military certification. To Brandon, the commission on this skill was barely even worth his time.

      “If you’re looking for water adventures—” Brandon started to say, but was interrupted by the now impatient Mr. Kertz.

      “What I want is the scuba skill.”

      “Right,” replied the disappointed travel agent, who, thinking fast, came up with a plan to score himself a quick thousand bucks on the deal.

      He placed his thumb on his Personal Connection Device, PCD for short, connected with his brother, Alden, and began using his brainwaves to send a message to him.

      Wanna make a quick four grand? Brandon asked by thinking the message and having it sent out to his brother via his PCD.

      Sure, came the reply a few moments later.

      You planning on going scuba diving anytime soon?

      No. Why?

      I can get you four grand for the skill, if you’re willing to part with it.

      Cool.

      After reading the message, Brandon placed his palm over the PCD, and the screen went dark.

      “Good news,” Brandon said with a big salesy smile to Mr. Kertz.

      “Yeah?” Mr. Kertz said with a skeptical tilt of his head.

      “You’re all set.”

      “You’ve got my scuba skill?”

      “All set to go whenever you are.”

      “And it’s coming from the same man who originally offered the Navy Seal cert?”

      “Of course,” Brandon lied with no remorse. All Skill Donors who worked within the framework of the STU Corporation were anonymous by law, so there was no way Mr. Kertz would ever know that Brandon had just swapped out the former military man with his full-time Skill Donor brother, Alden. “He doesn’t have the full Navy dive certification anymore, you understand.”

      “I know,” Mr. Kertz replied. “The basic diving skill will be just fine.”

      “Great,” Brandon said with a smile.

      “And since I’ll be in the ocean, let’s throw in an intermediate surfing skill as well. I’ve always wanted to try that.”

      “Excellent,” Brandon said, doing his best to hold back his ever-widening grin as he mentally calculated his five-percent commission on the $40,000 surfing skill plus five percent on the $5,000 scuba skill, and the extra grand he’d be pocketing, since he told Alden it was only being purchased for $4,000. Add that to the actual cost of the trip that Mr. Kertz was going to book, and it would be just enough to put Brandon over the top for that African safari he’d been wanting to take.
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      It was a full seventy-four years ago when Dr. Harold J. Martin flipped the figurative switch on the first ever Skills Transfer Unit and gave over his full, complete, and considerable skill set in the fields of human biology and bio-engineering to his protégé, Dr. Andrew Melikin. Dr. Martin had, of course, died just three days later, and while it was a personal tragedy for his friends and family, the passing of the founder of the technology didn’t slow the progress of this new science one bit. All of his skills in the field had been passed to his protégé via direct brainwave skill transfer, and the work went on without missing a beat.

      The Skills Transfer Unit, or STU for short, said like “stew”, could have its lineage traced back to the computers that used to allow amputees to control mouse pointers and keyboards with just their minds. By simply donning a head-mounted device, a computer would in essence be able to read the thoughts and intent of the wearer of the device and perform simple tasks, such as moving a mouse around a screen or typing on a keyboard. This early discovery was to the STU as the invention of the wheel was to the car. That is to say, the technology still had a very long way to go, but the first building blocks had been laid.

      Over time, these simple devices became more and more sophisticated, capable of carrying out more and more complicated tasks. Eventually, people were able to “teach” their computers facial recognition of everyone they knew just by wearing the device and looking at different pictures of their friends, family, coworkers, and acquaintances. In the year 2072, the first commercial retail instance of the software was put to use when a sports performance institute by the name of Sports Science Unlimited used twenty different professional basketball players to “train” a computer proper free-throw technique. For the consumer, all they had to do was film themselves shooting a half dozen free throws, and within minutes the computer would systematically begin adjusting their stance, posture, hand position, and follow-through to better match the input given to them by their twenty experts. In essence, one group of people would teach the computer, then the computer would teach someone else.

      Eleven years later, this technology was put to use in a globally accepted standard adopted by the jewelry industry. Gauging the value of gems had for centuries been a “skill” that should, at its essence, be more objective than subjective. People being people, however, there were always extenuating circumstances that could swing a value this way or that. To once and for all create a true standard for this industry, bio-engineers used over one thousand expert and master jewelers from all over the world to train their computers to analyze, evaluate, and eventually set a price for rare gems. When the program went to market, all anyone had to do in order to determine the “true” value of a gem was provide their computer with a 3D view of the gem in question. Whatever value the program assigned the gem was agreed to universally as the “true” value of that gem.

      It was Dr. Harold J. Martin who first theorized that instead of having brains teach computers, that maybe you could teach brains to teach other brains. By this time, the entirety of the human brain had been mapped, just as the human genome and DNA had been mapped as well. Scientists had spent years mapping how the brain learned, acquired, and retained new information. They studied the physical and chemical changes that occurred within the brain as new skills were learned and new experiences were had. By the time Dr. Martin was beginning his research, science knew exactly what part of the brain would change, and how it would evolve when it was learning different things.

      Dr. Martin’s goal was to isolate new brain structure and chemistry resulting from the acquisition of very specific skills and then “graft” them onto another person’s brain, thereby instantly providing the new brain with a skill that had taken anywhere from hours to days, or even years, for the host brain to develop. Memory was the tricky part. In grafting a new skill, there was no need to also graft every memory from the host brain that had been made during the time of the learning. For instance, if you wanted to graft the skill of piano playing, you needed only to transfer the brain changes that resulted from the actual piano lessons and piano practice, and not from the day-to-day experiences that were occurring during the time the skill was being acquired. Dr. Martin solved this issue in late 2091, by learning how to isolate passive and active memories and associating the active ones with the skills being acquired in order to form a more fully transferable skill. Passive memories were those of the day to day—waking up, eating breakfast, going to the movies, and things like that—which were completely irrelevant to the learning of a skill. The active memories were the ones you were intentionally trying to store, and in matching up the formation of active memories with the specific parts of the brain that were changing during skill acquisition, Dr. Martin had created his skill template. Now, the big question was, how to transfer that template to another brain.

      This is where the old tech of moving a mouse with your brainwaves came into play. Instead of wearing one headset that was attached to a single computer, a Skill Donor and Skill Recipient would each wear one of the headsets that were bridged by a Skills Transfer Unit.

      The skill template from the brain of the Skill Donor would be mapped and then transferred directly to the brain of the Skill Recipient. Dr. Martin had theorized early on that the process could take days to complete. No one was more surprised than he, when in tests done on primates, the skill set transfer seemed to be almost instantaneous. In the same way that the brain can “rewire” itself to learn simple things, like the name of a new acquaintance, it apparently had very little difficulty rewiring itself to learn new and complicated skills when the appropriate input and stimulus were provided.

      In early experiments, Tut the chimp was able to transfer his sign language skill set to another chimp named Arthur in less than thirty seconds. That’s all it took, just thirty seconds, and Arthur was able to communicate in sign just as proficiently as Tut, who had taken years to learn the skill.

      The advances were coming fast and furious, and Dr. Martin seemed to have almost an intuitive understanding of these breakthroughs he was developing. It seemed that almost every single theory he postulated about the science would eventually be proven true. It was unfortunate then, that in his seventy-third year of life, Dr. Martin’s health began to decline dramatically. While his advances had been astonishing, there was still much work to be done, and from the prognosis his own doctors were giving him, Dr. Martin knew that he wouldn’t personally have enough time to see them through.

      So, in a very unsanctioned and frankly very illegal experiment, Dr. Martin set up the very first STU designed for human-to-human transfer and prepared it to send skills from his own brain to that of his protégé, Dr. Andrew Melikin. Martin’s goal was to be able to transfer a lifetime of skills acquired in working with human biology and bio-engineering to the younger Melikin, so that he’d be more capable of finishing his work and safely sharing it with the world. The experiment, rushed as it was, ended up being a success, with one glaring exception. While Dr. Melikin did acquire an entirely new skill set, including insights he’d never had before, Dr. Martin apparently lost all knowledge of human biology and bio-engineering. Instead of doing the computer equivalent of a copy and paste, the process actually performed a cut and paste. Dr. Martin had been a notoriously poor note-taker, so much about his early work was never known, and try as he might to solve the “cut-paste” issue as it came to be known, Dr. Melikin went to his grave many years later a much wealthier man due to the commercial success of his technology, but having never solved that particular problem.

      This cut-paste issue didn’t stop use of the technology from spreading like wildfire. People seemed to be more than happy to have the opportunity to earn rather exorbitant sums of money just for giving up a particular skill they had acquired. In fact, whole industries had grown up around it. A skill could not be properly mapped unless it was learned by someone with an “adult” brain. Mapping and copying the more elastic child brain onto a more fully formed adult one would never take, but anyone over the age of twenty was allowed by law to learn any skill they chose, and then sell it to the highest bidder willing to pay whatever the going rate may be. Some called it easy money and made it their entire career, learning and selling the same skill or multiple skills again and again. Others made it their retirement plan, using their skills to make a living right up until they wanted to stop working, then they would sell the skill off to a willing Recipient. Other people? They called it the downfall of the human race.
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      “Cool,” I said out loud.

      “What’s up?” Annie asked.

      Annie’s my girlfriend. We’ve been together for two years and a day. I know this because she reminded me that yesterday was our two-year anniversary right at 11:59 PM. She busted my balls about me forgetting, but in a very playful way. She’s cool like that.

      “That was my brother, Brandon,” I said.

      “Yeah? What did he have to say?”

      “He said somebody wants to buy my scuba skill.”

      “Scuba?” Annie asked with a bit of a laugh. “Isn’t that something you can learn in like a few weeks?”

      “I did it in two weekends.”

      “So how much are you getting for that?”

      “Four grand,” I said triumphantly.

      Annie laughed and said, “Wow, not bad for two weekends spent splashing around in a pool.”

      I’d gotten my dive certification just a month or so before I met Annie. My thirty-third birthday had been coming up, I was single, leaning a little bit toward the depressed side of things, and I thought an adventure would do me good. So, I got the dive cert and planned a little trip to the Bahamas, thinking the warm sun, warm water, and hopefully very single women running around in very tiny bikinis might cheer me up. Unfortunately, my mom had gotten very sick just a few days before my trip, and the night before I was supposed to leave, she passed.

      Annie was a psychologist working as a grief counselor at the hospital my mom had been checked into, and I have to say, she was a real Godsend. I don’t know how I would have made it through that time without her. Not only was she the most skilled communicator I’d ever met, but she was an amazing listener, and she actually seemed to genuinely care.

      “Wanna go spend some money I don’t have yet?” I asked her.

      “What do you have in mind?” she asked.

      “Well, Lucas is up front at Point 11 tonight. I bet ya he can get us a table, if I ask real nice.”

      Point 11 is one of the new swanky restaurants across the river in Manhattan. Annie and I live together over in Hoboken, New Jersey. Lucas is my old buddy from high school, who greets people at the door and walks them to their seats. I’m pretty sure the job title is just called “host” or “greeter,” but he prefers “Maitre D’.”

      Me? I’m a full-time Skill Donor. What skill, you ask, am I so clever and handy with that I can sell again and again and again? Why guitar, of course. My dad used to play jazz guitar full time, until he met my mom and she made him get a real job. My grandpa spent most of his time playing guitar in cover bands that played classic rock from like a million years ago. My dad had a plan for me early on. He was pretty sure that he’d be able to stick a guitar in my hands when I was like four and I’d probably be able to start strumming, but he’d heard of people with natural skills that intentionally delayed their development until after they turned twenty, so that they could sell them on the STU market. He was right.

      I made it through high school and even through college with a liberal arts education and then, right after my twentieth birthday, I finally got my first guitar, and within four months of regular practice, I was able to play pretty much any song I heard on the radio. At twenty years and five months of age, I listed myself on the STU database as an intermediate level guitar player. Just four days later I was at a STU facility in Midtown putting on one of those little “Hats” I’ve since become so familiar with, and in a matter of moments, I’d forgotten everything I knew about the guitar but was $35,000 richer. It sounds like a lot for four months’ work, but you do have to account for the additional ten percent tax the government takes on STU work. That part kinda sucks, but no matter how many times I sell my skill, I can still learn it again in four months or less. If I work hard, I can pull in over a hundred grand a year. If I take some time off, I can do about seventy. Better than my dad ever did in his little jazz band, or at his “real job” my mom made him get.

      Dinner at Point 11 that night was pretty awesome. Lucas got us a table right next to one of those giant windows. I transferred him a hundred bucks via my PCD, not because he would ever have asked for it, but because I was in a great mood and was looking to share the feeling. We ordered whatever we wanted off the menu, not even bothering to look at the prices. Drinks? Yeah. We had a lot of those. I couldn’t even tell you the total cost of the evening. When they brought the bill, I unlocked my PCD, held it over the bill, and thought-commanded it to add a twenty-percent tip to whatever the total was and charged it to my account.

      I’d look at the amount I had to pay at the end of the month, but whatever it was, the sex Annie and I had at the end of the night was totally worth it. The entire care-free attitude of the dinner carried over into the bedroom, so much so that we got the neighbor from below banging on his ceiling again. That always cracked us up. I could just imagine him down there, standing on top of his bed swatting at the ceiling with his tennis racket or broomstick or whatever he was using to try to get our attention. The last time I’d looked at the clock it was getting close to 3:00 AM.

      Before passing out, I saw that Brandon had set a reminder on my PCD’s calendar that the scuba skill transfer was going to happen at 9:00 AM that day. Chances were pretty good I wouldn’t still be drunk by then, but I found myself wondering how it would feel to undergo a STU transfer with a rip-roaring hangover.
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      The alarm went off at 8:00 AM, and I thought-commanded it to give me an extra fifteen minutes of sleep.

      “Your commute this morning is estimated to take forty-eight minutes. A fifteen-minute snooze is not recommended,” came the pleasant but still annoying voice from the little PCD unit on my nightstand.

      “Crap,” I said out loud.

      “What is it?” Annie asked, sleepily.

      “I gotta get up and go right now,” I said.

      “Okay. See you when you get back,” she replied, then immediately fell back asleep.

      I brushed my teeth but skipped the shower and jogged all the way to the train. The PCD had calculated forty-eight minutes for my commute, assuming I was going to be walking and not running, so I figured if I kept the pace up then I would have enough time to grab a bagel on the way into the STU offices. Sure enough, I was standing in the lobby at Midtown STU at 9:00 on the nose.

      “Mr. Heath?” the woman at the front desk asked.

      “Hi, Sandy,” I said to her. I’d been here like forty times, yet she never seemed to remember me.

      “They’re waiting for you in transfer room six,” she said. “Do you know where that is?”

      “Yup. I got it,” I said, shoving the last bit of sesame seed bagel into my mouth and making my way across the lobby and toward the door on the right.

      “Alden,” the tech said as I pushed through the plain white door into the plain white room.

      “Hey, Mark,” I replied.

      Mark had done at least a dozen of my transfers in the past. We had seen each other enough times and chatted often enough that we could be considered friendly, if not friends.

      “Look at this,” he said, as he glanced down at some paper on a clipboard with a big smile on his face. “Scuba! Who knew you had more than one skill?”

      “I know, right? Honestly, I didn’t even know a scuba certification counted as a skill.”

      “I’ve seen it with military divers before,” Mark said.

      “Yeah, well, I’m not sure if my four days in the pool out in Weehawken count as military-grade training, but if some rich, lazy dude wants to pay me for it, all the better for me.”

      “We should be ready to go in just a couple of minutes,” Mark told me. “The Recipient is just finishing up another transfer right now. He came in a little late.”

      This last part Mark said with a bit of a sneer. Anyone on the receiving end of a STU is pretty rich. Anyone who is pretty rich probably has a Mag Car. A Mag Car, of course, uses magnets in its frame that work opposite the magnets set in the roadways that allow its driver and passengers to hover over us peons still using plain old ground transportation, so there is no way they should ever be late to anything because of traffic. The only reason a Mag Car driver will leave you waiting around, is because their time is just more important than yours.

      “What’s he getting?” I asked.

      “You know I’m not supposed to tell you that.”

      “Yeah, but, what’s he getting?”

      Protocols were strict on information that could be exchanged between a Donor and a Recipient but, you know, not all that strict. Learning what skills someone might be receiving wouldn’t be like learning the identity of your Recipient or anything as forbidden as that.

      “Surfing, intermediate level,” Mark told me.

      “Ooooh,” I said with a mock bit of amazement. “Surfing and scuba diving. Mr. Money Bags is gonna have himself a big fun ocean adventure.”

      The intercom on the wall came to life and informed us that the Recipient was in place and ready for the transfer. Since the entire process consisted of me putting a plastic thing on my head that looked like a jacked-up visor hat, I was ready in just a few seconds.

      “You all set to go?” Mark asked.

      “Yup,” I replied.

      “You know the drill,” he said. “Just sit there and think scuba.”

      Thinking about the skill you were getting ready to donate helped activate the area of the brain that stored the information you’d learned to perform the skill. If you were thinking about the wrong thing at the moment of the transfer, nothing bad would happen. In fact, nothing would happen at all. It’s not like if I started thinking about the sex I’d had with Annie last night that the Donor would then acquire my skills in the bedroom. I mean, unless he was also thinking about having sex with Annie at that same instant, which I’m hoping is pretty unlikely.

      The moment I started thinking about scuba and the moment he did too, the transfer would begin. Sometimes they’d help out the Recipients by showing them visuals of people partaking in the skill they were going to be acquiring up on a screen. I’m sure Mr. Ocean Vacation was over there right now, watching a video of someone scuba diving a coral reef.

      When the transfer begins, the part of the Donor brain responsible for the skill transmits the “architecture” needed to acquire the skill to the Recipient brain. In turn, the architecture of the Recipient brain transmits back its blank slate to the Donor brain. A “blank slate” doesn’t mean a chunk of dead or useless brain. It just means that they’ve transmitted back an empty canvas, much like you had in that part of your brain before you started to learn the skill. That way, if you choose to try to learn the skill all over again like I do repeatedly with guitar, you’ve got the “real estate” within your brain ready and willing to start the process of learning it.

      Muscle memory didn’t come with the skills, of course. Even when I transferred my full skill of guitar playing to a Recipient, he’d still need to spend at least a few days getting his fingers used to holding the guitar. I’m told it’s the same for a lot of athletic skills as well. But hey, learning how to play guitar or how to ski like a champ in just a few hours sure beats months, or even years, of training. Languages were instantaneous. So long as the Donor had learned the language after the age of twenty, a Recipient would be speaking it in just minutes.

      “You’re all set,” Mark said to me.

      I had kind of spaced out and didn’t even notice the little tingle in my head that always occurs during a transfer. Now, though, I did notice the little panel that was lit up on the wall, which I’d learned over time indicated that everything had gone smoothly.

      “You think you’ll ever bother to learn how to scuba dive again?” Mark asked.

      “No,” I said. “Well, not unless some idiot wants to pay me four grand to do it again. The class only cost me a hundred and fifty bucks.”

      Mark laughed, and I was just about to remove my STU Hat to hand it to him, when a door in the room opened up.

      “—can’t go in there,” was all I heard as the door broke open the soundproof seal.

      “Randy!” the voice continued.

      “Dr. Kertzenheim?” Mark asked to the man now standing just inside the threshold to the Donor room.

      “Who’s this?” the newcomer asked.

      “Randy!” the voice from behind him called again.

      “You’re not who I was expecting,” the newcomer said.

      I had no idea what was going on. I was pretty sure that the door that had just opened was the one that led to the Recipient room, but I had never seen one of those doors opened before. Never. In fact, this was bad. Donors were not—NOT—supposed to see their Recipients. They entered through totally different areas of the building, and arrival times were randomly staggered to avoid crossover out on the street. Instinctively, I shut my eyes.

      “I didn’t see him. I didn’t see anything,” I said. Even though I had. I saw exactly who it was. Moreover, the guy in the Recipient room was yelling “Randy,” and Mark had called him “Dr. Kertzenheim.” It didn’t exactly take a genius IQ to figure out that this was the Dr. Randy Kertzenheim. He was third in the lineage of STU technology behind its original progenitor Dr. Martin and his protégé Dr. Melikin. Dr. Kertzenheim had done a lot of the original work for the PCDs, and after those came to market, he dedicated his considerable skill with brain-wave transfer technology toward bringing STU technology farther into the commercial realm, until out of nowhere, he’d just up and quit the scene. He didn’t go into hiding or anything. He just stopped working with STU technology altogether and never really gave a public reason as to why. He’s not what you’d call “famous.” At least, not to the general public. In STU circles, though, yeah, we knew him, and I had no idea why he was standing in my Donor room right now.

      “I didn’t see anything,” I said again, sitting there with my eyes closed and the STU Hat still on my head like an idiot. I never actually read the part in the contract about what would happen if you somehow figured out who one of your Recipients was, but I’m pretty sure it wasn’t good and had something to do with never being allowed to work in STU ever again. That would be a problem. For fifteen years, my entire résumé read as follows:

      Learned to play the guitar, sold the skill, then learned again. Rinse and repeat.

      It was not what you’d call a very robust résumé.

      “Yes, you did. You saw me,” I heard Dr. Kertzenheim say.

      “Yeah, he did. He definitely did,” echoed the very disapproving-sounding voice from behind him in the Recipient room.

      “Oh, will you shut up,” Dr. Kertzenheim said. And it sounded like he was facing back into the Recipient room. Then, I heard his voice aimed in my direction. “Open your eyes,” he said.

      I shook my head no.

      “Someone tell him to open his eyes, and then someone go write him a check or something. How much do you want?”

      Everyone was quiet . . . and my eyes were still closed.

      “Tell him to open his eyes,” I heard Dr. Kertzenheim say yet again.

      “It’s okay, Alden. Open your eyes.” This time, the voice I heard was Mark.

      “You sure?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he replied.

      I slowly opened my eyes but kept my focus locked on the floor.

      “Look at me,” I heard Dr. Kertzenheim say.

      I did, raising my head to meet his gaze ever so slowly.

      “How much do you want?” he asked me.

      “Want?”

      “How much can we pay you to keep this to yourself?”

      “I- I- I,” I stammered.

      “Just give me your PCD,” he said.

      Dumbly, I took the little hockey puck-shaped device out of my pants pocket and proffered it to the doctor.

      “Can you unlock it first, please,” he said with an impressive amount of patience.

      I put my thumb on the screen, then handed it back to him.

      “There,” he said, removing his own PCD from his pocket, unlocking it, then swiping it over my own device.

      “I just put half a million into your account. Now someone go get him some paperwork.”

      He tossed my PCD back to me, walked into the room from which he had originally come, and closed the door behind him.

      “Half a million?” I asked. “Dollars?”
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      Well, this was gonna suck. I suddenly had half a million dollars in my account, and I had been forbidden to tell anyone that I even had it. I mean, I suppose I could stop talking to my dad and my brother, then dump Annie and start a whole new life with all new people who wouldn’t know that I had just recently come into all this money, but, well, I kinda like my family and my girlfriend. Well, I like my dad and my girlfriend. Brandon is kind of a dink, but he’s really good to our dad, so I guess I love him a little bit. So anyway, I’m not going to ditch them and start over. Instead, I’m currently considering pretending that I’ve won the lottery. I think that might be my best bet. Though, I never actually bought a lottery ticket before in my entire life, so it might seem kind of weird. Maybe I could spend a few weeks buying some of those scratchers, so that when I came home saying, “Hey, I won a half a mil” it wouldn’t be so completely out of the blue. Yeah,  that was a good idea.

      A couple weeks had already passed since all the craziness at STU Midtown, and Annie noticed I wasn’t practicing my guitar like usual. I had been getting really close to being able to sell the skill again, and this was usually the time I’d start to refine things, but I’d barely even picked up my guitar in these last two weeks.

      “You gonna wrap up with your video soon?” she asked, right after we polished off our Chinese food and I was getting ready to go toss the mostly empty Styrofoam containers down the trash chute in the hallway of our apartment building.

      “Yeah, I’ll get to it,” I said, trying to convince not just her, but myself, that I’d get to it soon.

      Back when I was learning guitar for the very first time, my dad had suggested I put together a video record of the whole process for myself. At the end, about a week before I was going to go sell the skill for the first time, he helped me edit it all down into a really excellent tutorial that I could use to teach myself on what we hoped would be an accelerated curve. By the end of my first time learning, I’d written this really cool song and broken it down into ten different lessons. By week two, I was usually able to strum the really basic parts of the song. By the time I was moving on to part ten, I could play the whole piece at full speed, and it was kind of an awesome song. It started with a full bluesy riff in E, then moved to G and A, followed by a chorus with E, Bm7, and A. I guess you’d have to hear it, but it’s a really good song. It was always a little weird listening to it right after I sold my skill, knowing I had no clue how to play it anymore, but it was also good inspiration to start learning again.

      Annie and I sat down butt cheek to butt cheek on our saggy pleather couch and started looking for something decent to watch on TV. I had the remote control linked to my PCD, so I was thought-controlling the channel surfing, which always drove Annie kind of nuts.

      “Just pick one, will you?” she said with a smile. That’s what she said pretty much every night I was in control of the remote.

      I was making my way through the news channels and up to the sports channels, when all of a sudden, something caught my eye.

      “Wait,” I said out loud and thought-controlled the PCD to go back a couple of channels.

      “What?” Annie asked.

      “—was found dead in a trash dumpster in Lower Manhattan earlier today,” the news anchor was saying. The reason it caught my eye was because the picture on the screen was of Dr. Kertzenheim.

      “Oh crap,” I said.

      “Hey, isn’t that the guy who started STU?” Annie asked.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Well, kinda.” I wasn’t gonna explain the whole lineage of the corporation to her right now.

      “Details from local authorities are still forthcoming, but foul play is most certainly suspected,” the anchor continued to say.

      I must have looked just as shocked as I felt because Annie asked, “You okay? You don’t think this will affect your work with STU, do you?”

      “Oh,” I said, trying to shake off my seemingly disproportionate shock about the news. “No. It shouldn’t. He hasn’t been a part of the actual work at STU for years. I’m sure everything will keep running just fine. I just, you know, I guess I owe my career to the guy, and that kinda sucks to go out like that. You know, in a dumpster.”

      Annie nodded and looked back to the TV, expecting me to start flipping around again.

      “You have ten seconds to find something good,” she said. “Or else I’m taking over.”

      I shot right past the sports channels and into the nature stuff, which I knew she loved, settling just in the nick of time at the count of “nine” on a 3D tour of the area around Angel Falls in Venezuela. The 3D projection system in our TV was decent, but not great. Some of the fancier ones would have made it seem like we were actually right there next to the falls, but ours gave a pretty good approximation, so long as you didn’t look too far off to either side and notice our crappy apartment furniture encroaching on the lush digital recreation of the landscape. I was half absorbed in the show, but more focused on that news story and thinking about how weird it all was that I’d literally just met that guy. A minute or so later, a knock came at our door.

      “Who the heck’s that?” I asked.

      We weren’t exactly super friendly with any of our neighbors, so it was unlikely any of them would be stopping by for a visit. Anyone we did actually know would have had to have been buzzed in before they made it up to the fifth floor and our door.

      Annie shrugged her shoulders but was too absorbed in the show to venture any sort of guess as to who the visitor might be.

      “I’ll get it,” I said, stating the obvious, as there was no chance of her getting up and missing any part of the show.

      With a little effort, I climbed up out of the saggy couch and walked over to the door. I leveled my eye at the peephole, which was actually just a hole in the door, where one of those little fish-eye lens thingies were supposed to be, and looked out to see a neck and a necktie.

      “Mr. Heath?” a man’s voice from the other side of the door asked.

      “Yeah,” I said somewhat hesitantly.

      “We’re with the STU Corporation and were hoping to have a word with you about your settlement from a couple weeks back.”

      “Shhhhh,” I said, as I unlocked the door and pulled it open as quickly as I could. “My girlfriend is in here,” I said in a bit of an aggressive whisper to the two men who appeared on the other side of my threshold. “And I haven’t told her about that whole thing, obviously.”

      “Right,” the man closest to me said. “Then maybe you could come with us to discuss it more privately.”

      “Do we have to?” I asked. “I mean like, right now? It’s kinda late.”

      “Yes,” the man said, trying, and for the most part succeeding, at looking friendly. The guy next to him was a bit of a dud, but this guy seemed okay. Both of them were wearing slacks, button-down shirts, and ties. The one doing all the talking was slim and about my height at six feet. The dud was shorter and a bit dumpier. He had muscles, but you kind of had to look for them. I’d actually seen a lot of guys like him at the gym. Strong dudes with muscles buried under their fat.

      “I still get to keep the money, right?” I asked in a quiet whisper.

      “Yes, of course,” Man Number One, the taller one, replied.

      Just then, Annie apparently noticed I’d been gone for a little while. “Hey, Alden,” she called out from the couch. “Who is it?”

      I looked at the two men with an inquisitive look that was supposed to convey the message of, “What do I tell her?”

      Man Number One looked back at me and shook his head ever so slightly, as if to say, “She’s your girlfriend. You figure it out.”

      “It’s Mrs. Nelson,” I called back. “I apparently left my laundry in the wash again, and she wants me to come get it out so she can do her stuff.”

      “Okay,” came the reply from the couch.

      “You’re gonna need to come up with something that’ll last a little longer than flipping laundry,” Man Number One said. “We’ve gotta take you over to STU Midtown.”

      “Oh, come on, man,” I said, a little annoyed and also getting a bit worried about having to lie to Annie. “What’s this all about, anyway?”

      “The man you sold your scuba skill to,” Man Number Two said, speaking for the first time. “You saw he died?”

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      “Well, for the sake of expediency, he paid you that money out of his own personal account. We were remiss in letting him do that, so now, we just need you to dot some i’s and cross some t’s, to acknowledge that the money you received actually came from the STU Corporation and not Mr. Kertzenheim.”

      “I get to keep it all, though, right?” I asked.

      “Of course,” Man Number One replied.

      Annoyed, but satisfied, I closed the door, walked down the hall and into the elevator with the two men, and started thinking of some sort of white lie I could tell Annie that would explain me being out for however long this was going to take.

      “How long will this all take?” I asked.

      “Just a couple of minutes,” Man Number One replied.

      “In total?” I asked.

      “Oh, no,” he said. “The paperwork is just going to take a couple of minutes.”

      “But I mean, can I get a ride back here after we’re all done?” I asked. I needed to know how long my lie was supposed to cover. I hated this. I hated lying, and I was still going to have to tell the dumb lottery lie too. This whole thing was sucking big time.

      “Sure,” Man Number Two said. “We can give you a ride back.”

      “Cool,” I replied.

      I activated my PCD and sent a message to Annie, telling her that since I was up and out that I was just gonna go get some groceries. The reason we’d gotten the Chinese food in the first place tonight was because we had like zero other food in the house, and I had been planning on making a grocery run anyway.

      “Cool,” came the reply.

      Man Number One drove, Number Two sat up front, and I hopped in the back of a really cool black Mag Car. It didn’t look very sporty or anything. It was more like one of the luxury Mag Cars you see business guys using. The seats in the back were super supple leather, but the real stuff, not pleather like the couch from our apartment. Man Number Two told me I could help myself to one of the waters in the back, so I did.

      I had only ever made it into Midtown in less than thirty-five minutes once since we moved out here. Every time I even think about making the trek into Midtown, I still have fantasies about that “Miracle Commute,” which is what I still call it to this day. Normally, the trip can take anywhere from forty-five minutes to well over an hour. These guys got us from my place to STU Midtown and into the building’s underground parking garage in just under fifteen minutes, and I’m betting we could have done it even faster if they had wanted to. Another one of the very cool things about Mag Cars is that so long as they are off the ground and up in mag fields, there is actually no speed limit. There’s also no risk of crashing into any other Mag traffic because as soon as a Mag Vehicle detects another one, the vehicle without priority will engage an electromagnetic boost that leapfrogs it over the other vehicle and right back down onto the mag track. This actually happened to us once on the way into the city, but unfortunately, we were the car that got jumped. I always thought it would be super fun to be in a Mag Car doing the actual leaping. I never really had the best stomach for amusement rides and stuff like that, so I wasn’t sure exactly how I’d react to something like that, but it did seem like it would be cool.

      Anyway, with the time we made getting here, so long as I didn’t have to spend too much time on all the paperwork, I was pretty sure the grocery lie was totally going to work out.

      The magnets embedded in the floor of the garage led right up to the elevator, which was rare. A lot of garages didn’t even have magnets in them at all. The Mag Cars would often be set down to street level while they were inside the garage and could only meet back up with a magnetic field when they left again.

      Right near the elevator bank, the magnetic field decreased, and our vehicle was set down gently onto the ground. It was literally just a few steps to the elevator, so we all got out, pressed the button for Up, and got in once it arrived.

      “Whoa, forty-two?” I asked as Man Number Two hit that numbered button in the elevator. “I thought you guys were just on the ground floor.”

      “No,” Man Number One said. “The STU Corporation owns the whole building.”

      “Oh,” I said out loud. I guess that made sense. They were, after all, pretty much one of the biggest companies in the world. I guess it would be kind of weird for them to be renting office space from some other company.

      I reached into my pocket, unlocked my PCD, and checked the time. I thought about sending Annie a text, asking if she wanted anything at the market, then, realizing it would be kind of tough to fulfill her request since I wasn’t actually at the market, I thought better of it.

      “Ah, crap,” I said out loud.

      “What’s wrong?” Man Number Two asked.

      “I just realized, it’s gonna look kind of weird when I come home without any groceries, since I told Annie I was going to the market.”

      “We’ll swing you by the market on the way home,” Man Number One said without so much as a milli-moment of hesitation.

      “Cool. Thanks,” I said gratefully.

      I followed the two men into a room with a desk in the middle of it, a chair on either side of it, and loads of computer equipment on the left wall. It also had a pretty sweet view out its floor-to-ceiling window that faced this part of Midtown Manhattan.

      “Just have a seat, and we’ll get the paperwork for ya,” Man Number One said.

      You know, I never did ask their names. I’m actually really bad at that. I always end up having to come up with random names for people in my head, since I always forget to ask what their real names are.

      The two men left the room, but instead of taking a seat, I walked up to the window and looked out at the scenery. Another tall building was right across the street, so there wasn’t really an expansive view or anything, but you could still see a ways down the avenue, and all the tiny ant-people were definitely out and about and scurrying around. After just a few minutes, I heard someone walking toward the room, and I turned to greet them.

      “Mark?” I said with surprise as my frequent STU tech walked into the room.

      “Oh, hey, Alden,” he said, looking a little more ragged than I was used to seeing him.

      “What are you doing here?” we said to each other at pretty much the same time. He answered first.

      “I’m just pulling some OT and doing a little maintenance on the hub units.”

      “Cool,” I said politely, though it actually sounded insanely boring and not cool at all. “I’m just here to sign some paperwork about that, uh, you know, incident a couple weeks back.”

      “Right,” Mark said with a knowing kind of nod.

      I knew I wasn’t supposed to be talking about that at all, so I just shut up and turned back to the view outside. After a moment, Mark took a couple steps over to the wall with all the computer stuff on it and asked me, “You ever wonder how all this stuff works?”

      “Nope,” I said. “Can’t say I’ve really thought much about it.”

      “It’s pretty cool stuff,” he replied. “Wanna see something?”

      “Sure,” I said. Nothing else to do but sit here and wait for Number One and Number Two to return with the paperwork, so I might as well see something cool in the meantime.

      “You know what this is, right?” Mark asked as he picked up a STU Hat and showed it to me.

      “Yup.”

      “The Donor and the Recipient actually wear the same exact Hat.”

      “Cool,” I said, noticing that there was another one of the Hats still sitting on a mini-shelf just in front of Mark.

      “In the control room,” he continued, “they assign one hat to send and another to receive, like this.”

      He tapped on a touch-screen in front of us and followed a little sequence of commands. “After that, and once you’ve got your Donor and Recipient both thinking about the same skill, all you need to do is initiate the two-way transfer and—”

      “What if you just made it go one way?” I asked.

      Mark looked surprised.

      “Like this,” I said, reaching up to tap on the touch-screen, backing us out of the transfer screen and going back to the root menu. From there, I isolated the skill center on the Donor headset frequency, alternating the transfer to go in one direction only, and then locking the parameters for non-rewrite. Of course, you couldn’t actually do anything beyond that until both units started to receive input from human brainwaves.

      There was a pause. It seemed kind of long. Mark had for some reason turned a ghastly shade of gray, then he looked at me and said, “Shit.”

      “What?” I asked.

      Next thing I know, the computer screen next to where Mark was standing was spattered in some sort of goop.

      What happened? I thought.

      I didn’t get it. My mind felt like it was starting to spin up to speed, but all systems were definitely not yet “go.”

      “That’s your fault,” Man Number Two was saying to me from the doorway of the room. He had a gun in his hand and was waving it toward the floor.

      “Mark?” I said. That’s Mark. Mark’s on the ground, and he seems to be missing a rather sizable piece of his head. Wait, had Man Number Two just shot Mark?

      “That’s a dangerous little secret to be sharing with people, Mr. Heath,” I heard a voice say.

      What is? Who said that? Oh, it’s Man Number One. Now he’s in the room too.

      I definitely didn’t feel like I was in my own body at the moment. This was all way too surreal. I did, however, realize that I had, at some point, taken my PCD out of my pocket, and it was currently vibrating in my hand. Numbly, I angled it toward my face and saw one word that was written on the screen, “Duck.”

      I didn’t, but I definitely should have.

      Before I could even begin to process what was happening, I felt like I was getting slammed from behind by one big object and a bunch of smaller ones. The noise was deafening. Suddenly, I was facedown on the ground and heard two sounds that reminded me a little bit of palm muting the high E string, only a lot louder. I looked up to see Man Number One and Man Number Two, both lying on the floor, halfway inside the room and halfway still out in the hall.

      “Come on!” a voice called from behind me.

      “Huh?” I rolled onto my side and craned my neck back to find the source of the new voice. There, standing in front of what used to be the large window on the back side of the room, was a man dressed in all black, save two heavy-duty gray backpack straps over his shoulders and one across his chest.

      “Up,” he urged me, bending over and half helping, half forcing me to stand up and face away from him. Then, he put me in a weird and awkward bear hug, but before I could complain, he let go. Confused and still disoriented, it took me a moment to realize that he’d strapped something to my chest.

      “What the heck—” I started to ask, but then realized he didn’t just strap a thing to my chest, he’d actually strapped me to him.

      “Here we go,” he said, as I felt him pulling me back and away from the door to the room. Wait, isn’t that where the window was? Isn’t the window gone? OH, crap.
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      I had done the cliff jump at Rick’s Café in Jamaica a while back, but this? This was nothing like that. For one, it took me like a half an hour and a half dozen Red Stripes to build up the courage to jump off the little thirty-five-foot cliff in Jamaica. And two, there was water at the bottom of that jump. Nice, crystal-clear blue water with a whole bunch of happy vacationers who had just jumped off the cliff in front of me, splashing around and feeling just fine. Like I said, this was nothing like that.

      With a stomach-wrenching twist of gravity, we fell backwards out the forty-second-floor window and started plummeting through the darkness toward the hard concrete below. I think I must have been a bird in one of my past lives because rationally, I knew that flapping my arms wasn’t going to do me any good, but I started to do it anyway.

      “Baw!” I heard the man attached to my back yelling.

      “What!” I yelled back.

      “Stah!”

      Then he momentarily pinned my arms to my sides.

      Oh . . . I suddenly realized he was saying, “Stop.”

      He released my arms, and about two seconds later I felt the Chinese food I’d had for dinner make an attempt to bypass a good amount of the digestion process and just come flying right out of my ass. I groaned, then looked around wildly to see that a black parachute was attached to the man who was attached to me via this chest strap thing that I had unconsciously started to fumble with. Common sense kicked in to tell me it’d be best if I maybe stopped messing with this thing, though.

      “You’re Alden?” the man asked as I hung there like a dopey marionette. “Right?”

      “Yeah,” I called back over my shoulder to him.

      I didn’t really have a heck of a lot else to say at the moment, so I just looked down toward the ground and watched it make its way up to us at an only slightly alarming speed.

      “Get ready,” the man said, as we were about twenty feet above the street.

      “What do I—”

      We hit the ground before I could ask. My feet connected with the concrete, but I wasn’t ready for it at all. I tripped, stumbled, and fell pretty much face-first into the middle of the street, an action made way worse by the fact that the man strapped to my back also fell, and landed right on top of me.

      “Ah! Get off,” I pleaded as I lay there facedown on the dirty road.

      I felt myself getting rolled slightly to my right side, then an arm came around my left, and before I could ask why he was trying to spoon me, he unclipped the strap that was around my chest. Finally, the two of us separated from our previous Siamese-twin-like connection.

      “Oh,” I said out loud, just now understanding that he wasn’t just trying to cuddle.

      “Get up,” he said.

      I did, but not because he told me to. I did it because I didn’t feel like lying in the middle of the grimy street, and it wasn’t important enough just to say, “I’m not gonna do what you tell me to do, Mr. Parachute Man.”

      “Who are you? What the hell’s going on?” I asked, after rising to my feet and realizing that I had a pretty decent case of road rash on both of my palms and elbows.

      “You were in danger. Dr. Kertzenheim told me I needed to protect you,” came the reply.

      “Who?”

      “Dr. Kertzenheim.”

      My mind was a little blank at the moment, so the name wasn’t really ringing a bell.

      “Oh, wait,” I said. I got it now. “But he’s dead.”

      “Right,” came the reply from Mr. Parachute Man, as if that was all the explanation I needed.

      “Wait!” I said abruptly. “Did you shoot Man Number One and Man Number Two?”

      “What?”

      “Those two guys up there,” I said, looking up in the direction of the building we’d just come plummeting down from.

      “I don’t have time to explain right now,” was his reply. “They killed Dr. K, and since you apparently know what he knows, it looks like you were next.”

      “Me?” I asked. “Why would they wanna kill me?”

      “I’ll explain later. Let’s go.”

      He literally took me by the hand and started walking me down the street like I was a little kid. I wasn’t really a big fan of that, and I also wasn’t sure if I should be going anywhere with this guy. Then again, I suppose if he had wanted to hurt me, he could have just unbuckled that chest strap thing before we hit the ground. That would have done the trick nicely. Still, I jerked my hand back and asked, “Where are we going?”

      “Away from all of . . . this,” he said, waving his hand at the area immediately around us, which I was just now realizing happened to be filled with a pretty large number of people, all pointing their PCDs in our direction. Right, we had just parachuted out of the sky. Crazier stuff happens in the streets of New York City pretty much every day, but, yeah, I suppose this was worth posting a video of online.

      I heard sirens in the distance, and Mr. Parachute Man grabbed my hand again and started pulling me toward the nearest underground subway entrance.

      “I think I’ll just head home on my own, man,” I said.

      “You hear those sirens?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, they’re coming this way.”

      “So?”

      “You feel like spending the night in the police station, explaining why you jumped out of a building?”

      “You jumped,” I said defensively. “I mean, you jumped and took me with you.”

      Mr. Parachute Man sighed, and I took his point. If the police did manage to pick me up, this would not be a really fun story to try to explain to them. And that’s not even taking into account that the building I had just jumped out of had three dead guys lying on the floor of the room I’d jumped from. I mean, that could possibly be an issue. So, I went with him.

      We were hoofing it down the stairs into the subway when it occurred to me that I was never going to be able to make it home in time for Annie to buy my whole story about the grocery store. I reached into my pocket, unlocked my PCD, and thought-commanded a message to her.

      Hey.

      Hey, came her reply back after just a few seconds.

      I’m running late.

      What are you doing?

      I looked up just in time to avoid walking right into a guy who was coming up the stairs in front of me.

      “Hey! Watch it, man,” he said as we just barely brushed shoulders.

      You could thought-command your messages into your PCD, but you still had to actually look at the screen to see what people were writing back. That guy needed to relax, though. I mean, we barely even touched.

      “What are you doing?” Mr. Parachute Man asked as he turned to see the reason for the little commotion I’d caused.

      “I was just telling my girlfriend I’m running late.”

      He stopped dead on the stairs, and I barely managed to not run right into him. I stopped just in time, and he gave me the most incredulous look.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Do you like this girlfriend of yours?” he asked me.

      “What?” I asked, confused at this rather out-of-the-blue question.

      “Do you like your girlfriend?” he said again with a little space between each word, as if I’d had trouble understanding him the first time.

      “Yeah,” I said emphatically.

      “Well, good job,” he said, while shaking his head. “Because now she’s in danger too.”

      “What?” I asked. Man, I was asking “what” an awful lot lately.

      “Do you two have a place that you meet up at?” he asked me.

      “What?” I said . . . again.

      “Like, hey, meet me at the shop we always go to, or meet me at your favorite clothing store. Some thing you can say in a message that she’ll understand but without actually having to say the location outright.”

      “Why?” I replied. Hey, at least it wasn’t “what?”

      “Because I’m quite certain that they are monitoring your messages, and you need to get her somewhere safe, but you don’t want them to know where that is.”

      “Who?”

      “God, you ask a lot of questions,” Mr. Parachute Man said, becoming obviously exasperated with me. “You are in danger,” he began to say, using that slow speech again, like I was a toddler who needed things broken down into simple words in order to comprehend what he was telling me. “People are going to be coming after you. If they can’t find you, they will go after the people you care about.”

      Okay. Now he’d gotten my full attention. So, I did like he said and thought-commanded another message to Annie on my PCD. Actually, I kinda need your help.

      You okay? came her reply.

      You remember where we got our best Christmas tree ever?

      Yeah.

      I need you to meet me there as soon as you can.

      Now?

      Yeah. It’s important.

      There was a pause, then eventually, Okay.

      I looked up to Mr. Parachute Man and nodded. He took the PCD out of my hand, then chucked it on the tracks right in front of an oncoming train.

      “Hey!” I called.

      What a jerk.
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      “You got a Christmas tree from Rockefeller Center?” Mr. Parachute Man asked as we stood on the edge of the park. Turns out his name was Frank, by the way. I actually did remember to ask once we’d gotten on the subway. Didn’t catch his last name, though.

      “Well,” I began to say by way of explanation, “remember how insanely expensive Christmas trees were last year?”

      He didn’t respond, but I continued anyway.

      “Well, they were, but one weekend, a couple weeks before Christmas, Annie and I came down here to look at the big tree they light up every year. I took a picture of it on my PCD, and as kind of a joke, I went and had it printed out as a poster over at Turner’s Print . I put it up on the wall behind where we’d been planning to put a real Douglas Fir, and it actually served as our Christmas tree that year. We joked it was the best tree ever.”

      Frank did not seem amused. He actually seemed annoyed.

      “You asked,” I said defensively.

      It had been more than an hour since I’d told Annie to meet us. I would have known exactly how long if Frank hadn’t trashed my PCD, but I felt like it was about an hour or so. We’d spent most of the time crisscrossing beneath the streets of Manhattan on a few different trains. Eventually, we’d popped up in Lower Manhattan, and Frank had walked us to a car he had parked on the ground floor of a parking garage. From there, he’d driven us up here to Rockefeller Center.

      “There she is!” I said, having just spotted Annie walking down the sidewalk a little way off from us.

      “Where?” Frank asked.

      “There,” I said. “With the light blue baseball cap.”

      “Okay,” he said. “You stay here.”

      I had told him on the way over here that there was no way in hell Annie would just up and walk off with some stranger who said he knew me, but he kept telling me how dangerous it was for me to be seen in public right now. So, he had insisted I keep hanging out by a bush, while he made his way over to Annie. I actually thought he’d be lucky if she didn’t kick him in the nuts. She’d done it to creepers before. If I were being honest, after hanging out with the guy for a while, I kinda wanted to see it.

      As I stood there watching Frank walk toward Annie, a different man caught my eye because he also seemed to be walking across the park and straight toward Annie. The three of them were about to converge when, all of a sudden, Frank took two super-quick steps off to his right, intercepted the man, then grabbed him by his arm and threw him to the ground.

      Another man I hadn’t even spotted until now came from the opposite direction, and as Annie started to run away from the sudden commotion, Frank confronted the second man and dropped him as well.

      “Annie!” I shouted from fifty yards away. Screw this. There was no way I was just gonna hang out in the bushes while my girlfriend was in danger. “Annie!”

      She saw me.

      “Alden!”

      The first man was back up on his feet and speed-walking after Annie.

      “Annie!” I yelled to her again. “Run!”

      She looked understandably confused but picked up her pace quite a bit. Far behind her, Frank had turned and was running our way. The second man he had attacked was motionless on the ground. Annie was maybe only ten yards away from me, but the man chasing her was just a few feet behind her, and Frank was a good twenty yards behind him. As the man closed the distance between himself and Annie, he reached for her arm, but just as he was about to grab her, he fell face-first to the ground. I looked up to see that Frank had closed the distance quickly and was just now dropping something from his right hand.

      “Taser,” he said, as he caught up to me and Annie. “Let’s go.”

      “Alden?” Annie asked, completely confused.

      “It’s okay,” I replied, though I had no way of knowing if that was true anymore. “This guy is helping me,” I said, gesturing toward Frank.

      She didn’t look convinced, but I took her by the hand and got in step behind Frank as he jogged in the direction of the car he’d parked less than half a block away. I jumped in the back seat with Annie as Frank hopped into the front.

      “Can I have your PCD, please,” Frank said to Annie, as he turned around in his seat to look at the two of us behind him.

      Annie gave me a what-the-hell kind of look, to which I nodded in reply.

      She took her PCD out of her jacket pocket and handed it up to Frank. He, of course, popped the battery out, chucked it out of the window, and drove off.

      Annie was pissed.
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      It had been two months earlier that Patricia Kertzenheim, wife of Dr. Randy Kertzenheim, had died. Modern science had come up with treatments for almost every form of cancer. Almost, but not all. Dr. Kertzenheim’s wife had been diagnosed with an extremely rare case of brain cancer that formed a mass within the pituitary gland, and within just two weeks of the diagnosis, Patty passed quietly and comfortably in the night, alongside her husband of forty-seven years.

      The night before she passed, despite telling herself again and again that she wouldn’t, Patty had sat in bed and spoken to her husband about his life’s work.

      “If only you’d done things differently.”

      Six little words was all she’d said, but they meant so much, and they cut him so deeply. Being the wife of the father of modern commercialized STU technology, Patty Kertzenheim was one of the few people on Earth who knew the truth about the Skills Transfer Unit and how it could truly operate. She really hadn’t wanted to leave her husband, Randy, a widow and feeling guilty for not having done something that may or may not have helped to save her life, but a terminal prognosis does tend to make a person a little introspective, so she said what she had said.

      “If only.”

      If Dr. Kertzenheim had only let the truth be known about STU technology. If only he’d let the world benefit from non-destructive skill transfers. The advancement of the human race had, since its very beginning, been limited by the vast amount of time it took to acquire its baseline skill sets. It took years to learn math, science, how to write computer code, how to recognize and diagnose disease, and so much more. It took years of training built on years of acquiring different skills to even begin the process of advancing technology and understanding. True that acquiring a skill via STU transfer wasn’t the same as learning the good old-fashioned way. People who purchased STU skills lacked the experience to use them in the way of skills that were naturally learned, but just imagine what kind of a head start mankind would have if every generation could simply acquire the baseline skills of their forefathers in an instant with a STU transfer.

      True that even as the system worked now, people could sell their scientific skills and pass them on to the next generation, but the system Dr. Randy Kertzenheim had helped to develop made this both unlikely and improbable. For one, people weren’t interested in purchasing medical or mathematical skills. They wanted adventure skills, action skills, and skills that went over well at dinner parties. The second problem was the economy of the whole system. Would a man in need of a job want to instantly acquire the skills needed to operate complicated computers and machinery at a power plant? Of course he would. But who would sell him that job? Certainly not a person who currently held the skill set, because then, thanks to the decisions of Dr. Kertzenheim and the other forefathers of STU technology, the original Skill Donor would lose his skill and thus lose his job. If the Skill Recipient could pay enough money to the Skill Donor to make his early retirement worthwhile, that might be a different matter altogether, but the Recipient, of course, was in need of a job, and thus probably didn’t have the kind of money needed to pay another person a retirement-worthy sum of money to acquire the needed skill or skills. In other words, when it came to any practical use of STU technology for anyone outside of the uber-wealthy, the whole thing was one big useless catch-22.

      So in the end, only the very rich were buying only the most frivolous of skills at prices just high enough to keep regular people selling them but so far within their own exorbitant budgets that it would barely put a dent in their finances. There was even the Supreme Court case of Jade vs Hanson, which, when you boiled it down, basically just ended up being a case of the rich versus the poor, or at least, a Have versus a Have Not. Juliette Hanson was by trade an ice sculptor. She had been hired to work at a black tie fundraiser attended by tech billionaire Arthur Jade. Arthur was known in some circles for having won four gold and two silver medals in archery during the two previous Olympic Games in Sweden and Germany.  More people knew him, however, as the founder and CEO of a company by the name of Ribbon that created the technology that made fully immersive 3D televisions possible.

      Arthur Jade was one of literally just a handful of people in the world rich and influential enough to have purchased himself a fully portable STU. His portable Skills Transfer Unit consisted of two STU Hats, one for the Donor and one for the Recipient. It contained a simplified version of the computer interface used in actual STU facilities, and also contained a little printer that would spit out legal and binding STU contracts that could be modified to fit the occasion.

      At this particular black tie affair that was taking place in San Francisco a little over eighteen months ago, a somewhat inebriated Arthur Jade became infatuated with watching young Juliette Hanson carve different fanciful beasts like unicorns, griffins, and dragons from large blocks of ice. He watched her for more than an hour, then made his first attempt to buy her skill at ice carving. His first offer, most ungenerous, had been a mere 10,000 dollars. Ms. Hanson declined. The rate increased, and as the evening wore on, Ms. Hanson was also plied with numerous expensive and exotic beverages provided by Mr. Jade. Before the night was over, Ms. Hanson was wearing the STU Donor Hat attached to Mr. Jade’s portable STU and received a money transfer via her PCD in the amount of $275,000 before the device was activated and her skill was transferred into the brain of Arthur Jade.

      The novelty of watching a STU transfer take place anywhere other than within a STU facility had attracted quite the crowd, and as soon as the transfer was over, a new block of ice was delivered to Mr. Jade on the ballroom floor. Having just acquired the skill of ice carving but never having practiced it before, his first attempt at carving a simple three-dimensional star received only slightly less applause than his next attempt of carving a canoe, which he immediately had filled with expensive, imported Russian vodka.

      Mr. Jade admitted in court that he never even attempted to use the skill ever again after that initial night, so for him, it truly was a frivolous purchase. Meanwhile, Juliette Hanson claimed that after some lengthy amount of time, she was eventually able to reacquire the skills needed to carve ice, but due to the trauma she suffered in having the skill taken from her in an inebriated and vulnerable state, she was never again able to reacquire the creative artistry that went along with the skill. As a result, she was never able to find work at a level she had been used to before the transfer took place. At different levels of the judicial system, the lawyers for Ms. Hanson had been seeking remuneration in the millions and were also seeking to have portable STU devices banned, and other restrictions put on transfers that took place even within STU facilities. In the end, Ms. Hanson received no money, and no laws were changed. She had signed a legally binding contract printed out by the portable STU unit that had been written, vetted, and certified by all of the top lawyers in the country. The contract was abhorrent, but it was also legal.

      “If only,” as Mrs. Kertzenheim had said, they had been using STU technology to accelerate the training of young doctors and researchers instead of using it to fleece young women out of skills they needed to make a living just to acquire a party trick, then maybe someone would have figured out a way to fight the terrible disease that was, in those very moments, attacking her. “If only” her husband hadn’t succumbed to greed, then maybe his wife would still be alive. The words “if only” had driven Dr. Kertzenheim to want to make a change, to make a difference moving forward. A change that he knew would put his life in danger.

      After she died, though, Dr. Kertzenheim found that he really didn’t care about his own life very much anymore. Life without his wife of nearly fifty years really didn’t seem worth living to Dr. Kertzenheim. He did know, however, that if he was going to be able to make the changes he needed to make, he would have to be able to stay alive to do it.

      A good friend of Dr. Kertzenheim’s by the name of Tom Preston, who was another billionaire, had business dealings that took him to all of the most dangerous parts of the world. Dr. Kertzenheim had heard Tom speaking on a few different occasions of the ex-Navy Seal who traveled with him and had saved his life on four separate occasions. Privacy being at such a premium in this modern age of PCDs and no internet anonymity, Tom had told Dr. Kertzenheim that the way he got in touch with the military man was by purchasing a scuba skill that would take place at STU midtown.

      “There’s only one on the menu in the whole damn city,” Tom had said. “Nobody ever buys it, so the man wearing the Donor Hat will be your man. After that, I assume that for you, getting access to your Donor won’t be hard after the transfer is done.”

      Dr. Kertzenheim being Dr. Kertzenheim and having all the access he could ever want inside any STU facility in the world, was given a physical description of the ex-Seal and decided he’d just confront him after the transfer was over by simply walking through the doorway into the Donor room. Unfortunately for the both of them, the nervous, scruffy-haired man Dr. Kertzenheim found on the other side of the doorway after his transfer took place didn’t look anything like the man Tom had described to him.
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      Frank only drove the car east for about a mile or so, during which time I tried to fill Annie in on everything I knew. Everything. I told her why I got all weird about seeing Dr. Kertzenheim on the TV, how I’d seen him during my skill transfer, the half mil that he had paid me, but only with the threat that I had to keep it a secret from everyone, and then how I’d just learned that skill transfers didn’t need to wipe out the memory of the Donor. Also, how Man Number Two had shot Mark after I showed him the non-destructive transfer, and how Man Number One was about to shoot me right before Frank crashed through the window and rescued me.

      “What?” was all she had to say at the end of my whole story.

      “To which part?’ I asked in reply, knowing it was an awful lot to absorb.

      “All of it, but mostly the part about you single-handedly figuring out how to do a one-way non-destructive skill transfer.”

      That was actually the one part I was pretty sure I did understand. Everything else seemed crazy. The information about the non-destructive transfer was oddly clear in my mind, though.

      “When Dr. K was in the Recipient room,” I started to explain, “he must have set up the unit to send me some skills that he felt he needed to pass on. That is the only thing that makes any sense.”

      “Yeah?” Annie said dubiously. “Don’t you have to be thinking about the same skill in order to make a transfer happen . . . and isn’t it impossible for a Recipient to send anything to a Donor?”

      “The STU Hats are the same for the Donor and the Recipient,” I said. “Same Hats, just a different set of keystrokes on the computer. I’m guessing Dr. K set up our session himself and allowed a two-way transfer. As for sending me skills I wasn’t directly thinking about, you actually only need to be thinking about the same skill initially, so that the STU can create a baseline sync, or an apples-to-apples connection between the brains. In the beginning, we were both thinking about scuba diving. After that, the STU Donor can send along any skill he or she wants, providing the unit is set up for a multi-skill transfer, and again, I’m guessing that’s how he set up the Hats for our transfer.”

      “Okay, then,” she said sarcastically.

      I looked at her blankly, then said, “What?”

      She laughed and said, “Well, you’re obviously right or you just became really good at making up stories because that was a lot of information.”

      I was pretty positive I was right.

      “So who’s this guy?” she asked, turning her attention to Frank in the front seat.

      “I’m the guy Dr. Kertzenheim was trying to connect with at STU Midtown.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “You happened,” Frank said with more than a hint of irritation.

      “Dr. K was using a rather specific protocol I had set up for anyone interested in contacting me about private security work. The standard scuba dive cert is something anyone can get in two days for like two hundred bucks, but I had it listed for five grand so no one would ever in a million years choose it unless they were trying to find me directly.”

      “Five?” I asked. “My brother told me I was getting four.”

      “Who’s your brother?” Frank asked.

      “Brandon, the agent who was selling the skill.” Turning to Annie, I said, “That jerk cheated me out of a thousand bucks.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Frank said. “That jerk is probably dead by now. Either that or being held hostage until your unlucky ass surfaces, at which point they’ll use him to try to get you to come out into the open.”

      “What?” Annie and I both said in surprise.

      “The only reason you made it out of STU Midtown, and the only reason we just got out of Rockefeller Center, is because the STU Corporation was keeping this small and contained. What you’ve got in your head, they don’t want getting out. As soon as we got away back there, you can bet your ass they changed their priorities from small and contained to highly important and do-what-it-takes.”

      “Oh crap,” I said, thinking about my brother. “But wait. Brandon took his commission from his last STU sale and went on an African hunting safari with our dad. The prick’s always wanted to kill some big animals for some reason or another, and since he doesn’t actually have any real friends of his own but didn’t want to go alone, Dad was his first and only travel-buddy option.”

      Annie shook her head in disgust, as she always did when we talked about Brandon.

      “Well then,” Frank said. “Maybe they’re safe for now, but they’ll be looking for them . . . and they are most definitely looking for you.”

      “So, what do I do?”

      “We’ll talk about it in a bit.”

      Frank parked the car and led us to another subway entrance. Annie desperately wanted to ask me about a million questions, but Frank said we shouldn’t discuss any of it out in public. For close to an hour we followed Frank—we changed trains four times, all the while riding in complete silence because the only things any of us wanted to say had to be kept quiet. Eventually, we surfaced somewhere in Harlem, where Frank wound us through some streets that led us to a rather out-of-the-way brownstone. He grabbed his PCD, swiped it in front of the panel next to the door that unlocked the mechanism, and then led us down into the basement.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “Safe,” Frank replied. “For now.”

      The basement was a little studio apartment. A bed, a two-seater couch, a tiny little kitchen, and a door to what I assumed was the bathroom.

      “Can I?” Annie asked, motioning toward the door to the bathroom.

      “Sure,” Frank replied.

      Annie stepped into the restroom, and after the door was closed, Frank reached into one of his kitchen drawers and tossed me a PCD.

      “It’s untraceable,” he said. “Dr. K gave me that one and this one too,” he said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out his own PCD. “That was the first time we spoke. He said we could use them to communicate with each other without fear of being spied on or tracked.”

      “Then why the heck did he give you both of them?” I asked.

      “He didn’t, or at least, I don’t think he meant to. He handed me this one, and I found the one you’ve got sitting on a workbench at my shop after he left. Yours is still paired to Dr. K’s identity, though. You’ll have to wipe it.”

      A PCD being paired just meant that it was synchronized to a person’s thumbprint and brainwaves. No one but the owner could access any of the information on it. Wiping it was easy, though. So long as no one had reported a unit lost or stolen, you could wipe a PCD by holding down the tiny little pin button on the back and clicking yes to the “are you sure?” prompt.

      Knowing how tiny that button on the back was, Frank already had a bent paperclip ready for the task, so I grabbed the clip, pressed the button, wiped the unit, and paired it to my own thumbprint and brainwaves. I’d considered for just a moment trying to see if Dr. K had left any info on it, but these things were as secure as secure gets. If a unit wasn’t paired to you, you couldn’t even get past the login screen. Now that this one was mine, though, I was able to log in and find my way to the boot menu to double-check and see if GPS monitoring had indeed been turned off. It was.

      Frank shook his head and gave me a wry smile.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I’m guessing you didn’t know how to root around in the boot menu of a PCD yesterday, did you?”

      “No,” I replied, as Annie came out of the little bathroom.

      “Know how to do what?” she asked.

      “Just another bit of technical know-how Dr. K apparently put into Alden’s head,” Frank replied. “Did he also happen to provide you with a plan, or maybe next steps on what to do with this information you’ve got?”

      “Me?” I asked, shocked. “I thought you would know what to do.”

      Frank laughed. “I was just supposed to keep him alive long enough for him to do whatever it was that he was planning to do.”

      “Wait,” I said. “You’re not in on the plan? He didn’t tell you what to do?”

      Frank laughed again and shook his head. “I barely even had time to talk to the guy,” he said. “Thanks to your brother, I had no idea the good doctor was even looking for me until he showed up at my shop last night.”

      “How did he find you?” Annie asked.

      “No idea,” Frank replied. “But he showed up at my shop in Brooklyn, dumped this whole bit of info about non-destructive STU transfers on me, and then sent me five million dollars in advance, saying it’s payment for me to keep him alive long enough to get the information out there.”

      “Five million!” Annie’s eyes widened.

      “Yeah, and I was supposed to get another five when the job was done,” Frank continued.

      “Supposed to?” I asked. “You mean ’cause, he’s dead now?”

      “No, I mean because I didn’t actually take the job,” Frank replied. “I told him I wanted to do a little research first. I’m not just gonna accept work from any lunatic who shows up on my doorstep. I was going to get back to him earlier today, when all of a sudden I get a call from him on my PCD.”

      “How’d he get your—” I started to ask, but Frank cut off the question by raising his hands in mock surrender.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “But he called me and said the offer still stood but that now I had to keep Alden Heath alive.”

      “Me?” I asked, dumbly.

      “Yes,” Frank said flatly. “You. Next thing I know, Dr. K gets killed and, being the curious kind of guy that I am, I decide to track down this Alden Heath guy—yes, you—and I find you over in Hoboken getting into a Mag Car with two goons from STU Midtown.”

      “I can’t believe he gave you five million dollars before you even accepted the job,” I said, fully aware that it was completely irrelevant to the story, but a number like that was the type of thing that got stuck in my head. “All I got was five hundred grand.”

      “Yeah, well, you being there was just an accident,” Frank said. “Dr. K was actually trying to hire me.”

      “So, you’re taking the job now?” Annie asked.

      “I guess so,” Frank replied. “I mean, I did take his five million dollars. Not like I had a choice in the matter, but I do have it. Plus, I certainly don’t mind having the opportunity to kick the STU Corporation in the nuts. I’ve never really been a big fan of corporate greed, and unnecessarily mind-raping people to make a profit is kind of one of the worst things I think I’ve ever heard of, if you’ll excuse the terminology.”

      “Great,” Annie said. “So what do we do?”

      She asked this while looking at me. I didn’t know what to do. I hadn’t ever wanted this information Dr. K had stuck in my head. I just wanted to make a quick four grand—which apparently, should have been five—finish up my latest guitar training, sell it, and move on with my life. That was apparently out of the question now, though, so Frank ordered us a pizza, and we started talking it all over.

      The ex-Navy Seal kept telling me to let my mind wander and see if Dr. K had buried some sort of plan in my head that might magically rise to the surface. He didn’t. That was impossible anyway. I had nothing.

      Time passed, and the three of us talked ourselves silly. Annie suggested we just post the info online. I knew that wouldn’t work, though I could see why she might think so. What she wasn’t taking into consideration was the fact that the internet was where everybody went to post all sorts of lunacy. The whole idea behind the PCD was supposed to cut down on that type of thing, but it didn’t. Some fifty years ago or so, the government decided that anonymous posts were bad for the world, or something like that. They wanted to make it so that you couldn’t just go online, post some random nonsense, and hide behind a fake avatar. Along came the PCD. The little solar-powered device that fits in the palm of your hand is your personal connection device to everything digital, and the only way to access the World Wide Web. It was convenient as hell, accessible by brainwave connection, and of course, automatically put your own personal digital thumbprint on everything you did online. If you wanted to go on the internet and say aliens are putting mind control substances in your kid’s cereal, cool. You can do that, only thing is, you’re gonna have to put your name to it. Your name and all your contact information as well. So, you can say whatever you want online, but just know that someone might reply, or in the case of more serious matters, Someone (with a big fat capital S) might come knocking on your door. It did cut down on internet craziness, but not by as much as you’d think. If we were going to go online and say that the STU Corporation was needlessly erasing skills out of people’s brains, we’d need to come up with some proof.

      “You know who should really know about this?” I asked rhetorically, as an idea finally popped into my head. “The STU Donor Union.”

      “Yeah?” Frank asked.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “The STU Donor Union is huge. They’re big, they’re powerful, and they really look out for their members. Any time I ever felt like I was getting mistreated or was getting a raw deal, they were on it immediately. Imagine how pissed they’ll be if they find out the STU Corporation has been erasing their members’ brains totally needlessly.”

      I looked to Frank and then to Annie. I waited for a moment and then looked back at Frank.

      “Yes? No?” I asked, looking for some sort of feedback.

      “Like I said, I’m just here to keep you alive,” Frank said. “If you think the Union can help, then we should give it a try. If they can’t, we’re gonna have to get on the move soon. STU’s gonna catch up to you sooner or later.”

      Annie shrugged in indifferent agreement, as if she still hadn’t fully processed why we weren’t on our couch, immersed in the nature on television. With no better ideas and no objections from either of the other two, we set off on another roundabout subway adventure, this time to the STU Donor Union headquarters in Lower Manhattan.
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      Two and a half hours later, Annie, Frank, and I were standing on the stoop to the STU Donor Local 137 Union Building in Lower Manhattan. It didn’t actually take us two and a half hours to get there. We first spent more than an hour of that time continuing to argue over different possible courses of action.

      “Why not go to the police?”

      “They probably won’t believe me.”

      “Why not contact news organizations?”

      “They probably won’t believe me.”

      “Why not—”

      “No one will believe me.”

      That was our biggest problem. The only way to get anyone to believe the truth was to actually prove it to them, and the only way to do that, was to get our hands on an actual STU unit.

      There were only two types of people on planet Earth who had access to STU units. The first, of course, was the STU Corporation itself. The second group of people were the billionaire a-holes with personal STU devices, and I’m pretty sure none of them would be loaning me theirs anytime soon. There was, however, a third group that could, upon request, ask to inspect a STU unit at any time, and that was the Union. The Union guaranteed us a safe workplace, and part of a safe workplace was a well-functioning STU unit, and I knew for a fact that Union reps could ask to inspect them whenever they felt it was necessary. All we had to do was convince them of the truth, get them to request an inspection, and tell them what to look for within the unit. The ability to do a non-destructive transfer really wasn’t even all that well hidden within the coding. You just needed to know what to look for.

      The last fifteen minutes of our commute consisted of a detour to one of the many electronics stores found on every block on Manhattan. Inside Ali’s Electronics we found three pairs of Shadez. The ubiquitous eyewear had been developed as part of the privacy movement that ran counter to the PCD movement. While a PCD made it impossible for a person to do anything online with any amount of anonymity, Shadez were eyewear designed to provide privacy and the coveted anonymity to their wearer by means of scrambling the facial recognition software of any camera. A lot of people wore them, if for no other reason than it just kind of made them feel better. If the big bad “They” really wanted to track you, there were, of course, still other ways to do it, but the simple act of donning a pair of Shadez was at least one little way that people could stand up and thumb their noses at Big Brother. Shadez technology could be built into any pair of eyeglasses or sunglasses, so style could be preserved. We just bought the over-the-counter generic Shadez that, if nothing else, resembled the thick-rimmed gag glasses that looked like they should have a rubber nose attached to them.

      “Why don’t you two go on in, and I’ll stay here to keep an eye out, just in case,” Frank said.

      I agreed, then opened the door for Annie and followed her inside.

      “Hi,” said the not-so-overly-friendly attendant at the front desk. She was a plump redheaded woman who looked to be in her sixties and hadn’t even bothered to look up over her bifocals to see us enter. Her attention was more focused on the screen she was holding in front of her. The sound of digital slot machines was coming from the device.

      “Dammit,” she said after a noise indicating that she had lost came from the little screen.

      “Hi, Alden Heath,” I said by way of introduction.

      She looked up from her screen to glance my way for about a second.

      “I’d like to see my local Rep, please. I’m a member.”

      She had turned her attention back to her game but did spare a moment to ask, “Card?”

      “Sure,” I said. “I’ve got my card right here.”

      I took my Union card out of my wallet and held it out to her. She glanced at it for a moment, then told us to take a seat.

      “What’s this about, anyway?” she asked.

      “A, uh, workplace safety issue,” I said from my seat next to Annie by the wall.

      I saw her put down the screen and pick up a PCD from her desk. She looked at it for a moment, put it down, picked up her game screen again without looking my way, and said, “Someone will be with you in a moment.”

      Since a moment is apparently a little longer than ten minutes, that’s how long Annie and I sat there in silence, waiting to be seen. If Front Desk Lady hadn’t been so engrossed in her digital slots, she might have noticed how weird it was that the two of us were sitting there saying absolutely nothing to one another for that entire span of time. I suppose we could have made some small talk to make a show of it, but it seemed kind of pointless.

      “Mr. Alden,” a voice finally said from the hallway around the corner, followed shortly thereafter by a man in dress shoes, semi-shiny gray pants, a white button-down shirt, and a black-and-blue striped tie.

      “Uh, Mr. Heath, actually,” I said. “My first name is Alden.”

      “Ah, Mr. Heath then,” he replied, extending a hand in greeting. “What can I do for you?”

      “It’s a workplace safety issue,” I said. “Any chance we could talk in private?”

      “Well, there are forms for that, you know,” he said with a well-practiced polite smile. “I’m sure Ginger here can get them for you, and you can fill them out and leave them with her.”

      Ginger, which was apparently the Front Desk Lady’s name, shot Mr. Necktie a look like he’d just informed her she’d be digging latrines for the first platoon in Guam.

      “It’s, uh . . . it’s kind of hard to explain,” I said, stumbling over how I could possibly relay this whole story succinctly enough to make him want to hear more. Fortunately, Annie came to my rescue. She was always better with words than I was, plus, being a psychiatrist, she had a really good way of relating to people.

      “We know you’re busy,” she started to say. “And we really appreciate your time. We’re sorry we didn’t call ahead, but we literally just came from a workplace incident we thought you should know about immediately. It actually impacts all of the STU Donors in the Union, and we’d be really grateful for the opportunity to explain it to you.”

      Her words, plus her smile, apparently did the trick because Mr. Necktie nodded appreciatively and offered to take us back to his office.

      “Thanks, honey,” I said quietly as I reached out and gave her hand a squeeze.

      As we walked down the hallway from which Mr. Necktie had come, the quality of the interior of the building improved dramatically. The waiting area out front was drab, to put it nicely. The paint on the walls was either fading or chipped, the chairs meant for waiting were a little bit on the rickety side, and the part of the hardwood floor that led from the front door to Ginger’s desk had been trod on so many times that it was actually a completely different shade of brown. The hallway we were in now, though, consisted of a white marble floor and wainscoting running along the wall. We passed by one open door that led to a completely state-of-the-art meeting room, and behind another door was an office with a huge and ornately carved oaken desk. Annie gave me a raised eyebrow look, which I returned in kind.

      “So, what can I do for the two of you?” Mr. Necktie asked as he entered one of the open doors, walked into the room, and took a seat behind one of those big fancy desks. The little nameplate sitting on his desk said “Michael J. Wallwork – Local 137.” Ah good, a name.

      “Well, Mr. Wallwork,” I began. “It’s a bit of a long story.”

      Just as I’d done with Annie after we’d gotten into the car with Frank outside Rockefeller Center, I told Mr. Wallwork everything. He looked like he was trying his best to express the appropriate amounts of surprise and dismay at all the right parts of the story, but I eventually realized that the man was probably a good fifteen years older than he looked, and the trade-off for his smooth, wrinkle-free skin was an inability to move a lot of his face muscles. He did manage to keep great eye contact, though. He only looked away a few times, and that was to sneak glances at his PCD, upon which I assumed he was taking some notes. At the end of my story, before he had time to ask any questions, I told him that I could prove that everything I was saying was true if the Union could just request an inspection of a STU unit and follow some protocols, which I’d be happy to lay out.

      “No need,” he said.

      I was stunned. The look on Annie’s face said she felt the same way.

      “Why’s that?” I asked after taking a moment to make sure I had heard him correctly.

      “There’s no need to request a unit inspection, I mean,” he replied. “We actually have a portable STU unit right here in our office, right now.”

      “You’re kidding me?” I said with surprise, at the same time Annie said, “No way!”

      “If you think you can make this machine operate the way you say it can, then this is something we really need to see.”

      Mr. Wallwork stood up from his desk, and another man with slightly less shiny pants but an equally nifty necktie appeared in the doorway to the office.

      “Come right this way, Mr. Alden,” the newcomer said, gesturing for us to follow him out of the room.

      I almost corrected him, but then I decided not to bother.

      Annie and I got up, as did Mr. Wallwork, and the three of us followed New Guy down the hall. Eventually, we came to a closed door that had a little silver keypad next to it. New Guy typed a code into the pad and opened up the door. Inside was a room that looked to be about four times the size of Mr. Wallwork’s office. Its only contents were a big white table with four metal legs and four angular-looking metal chairs. On the desk was a slightly thicker-than-normal briefcase.

      “Is that what I think it is?” I asked, feeling both shock and relief wash over me at the same time. If they had a portable STU unit right here, all I had to do was navigate them to the root menu, and the jig would be up for the STU Corporation. This was amazing.

      “It is,” New Guy replied.

      He walked over to the table, opened up the briefcase, and removed two STU Hats from it.

      “Let me just boot it up, and we’ll see if you can do your thing,” he said. “But first,” he said, as I heard the door close behind me. Mr. Wallwork apparently hadn’t followed us in. “Don’t you think your life would be a heck of a lot easier if you just didn’t know this information?”

      Well, that was kind of a weird question.  “Yeah,” I said. “It would be, but—”

      He raised a hand to cut me off. “What if I told you that we could just pluck that little bit of information out of your brain, same for your girlfriend here?” he said, gesturing to Annie. “Then the two of you could go back about your business, like nothing ever happened.”

      What? What was he talking about?

      “What I’m saying is,” New Guy continued, “if what you’re saying is true, there are probably a lot of really powerful people out there who wouldn’t exactly want that type of information to get out.”

      Right. I was with him so far.

      “There’s a lot of money in the STU business,” he continued. “All of you Donors make good money for what amounts to pretty easy work. The government makes good money off their additional ten percent tax on STU transfers and, well,” he paused, broke eye contact for a few seconds before locking back onto my eyes, and said, “let’s face it, the Union makes a lot of money off of the way things are too.”

      Huh? Oh . . . crap.

      I looked to Annie, as she said, “They already know.”

      Then, laughter. Genuine, inappropriate laughter. It was New Guy.

      “You two look like you’ve just seen the Grim Reaper.” He laughed again. “It’s no big deal. Really. I wasn’t kidding about helping you to forget you ever knew about any of this. All you have to do is put on this little STU Hat, I press a couple of buttons, and all your troubles go away.”

      “Yeah, but, it doesn’t work like that,” I said.

      “Of course it does,” New Guy said with a renewed smile. “Listen, you don’t want this information. So long as you know what you think you know, the STU Corporation will be after you, the government will be after you. People with limitless resources will be after you. This way,” he said, picking up the STU Hat again and holding it out toward me, “I tell them you’ve forgotten, and everyone lets you be.”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “But like I said, the STU unit doesn’t work like that.”

      “How do you know?” he asked, losing every trace of friendliness, feigned or not.

      “I, unfortunately, know exactly how that machine works,” I said. “You can take some skills out of my head. You can even remove my knowledge of how to work that machine, but you can’t remove the information I have about what it does. That’s just a memory now. The only way you could do that is—” I looked at Annie, my eyes widening as realization hit me. “No.”

      “What?” Annie asked with fear in her voice.

      “No,” I said again, looking at New Guy. “You can’t make us.”

      “What?” Annie asked again with increased alarm.

      “He could override the STU’s passive memory lock-out and send so much memory back and forth between my brain and yours that nothing would make any sense anymore. It’d be like a brain scramble.”

      Annie looked horrified.

      “It’s either that,” New Guy says, “or I could just shoot ya.” He pulled a small gun from a holster I hadn’t even spotted till now and pointed it at me, and then at Annie.

      I instinctively put my hands up in the air, but as I did so, I felt my PCD vibrating in my pants pocket, which, in combination with the sound of a car horn from outside, triggered a sort of déjà vu for me.

      “Duck,” I said to Annie.

      She threw herself to the floor at the same moment I did . . . and then . . . nothing happened.

      I looked up to see an expression of supreme befuddlement on the face of New Guy.

      “What are you two idiots doing on the gr—”

      His question was interrupted by a concussion that literally shook the entire room, maybe even the whole building. I looked up to see the front half of a Mag Dump Truck sticking through the wall of the room. The big beast dump trucks were given Mag tech here in New York City, as to not jam up traffic on the already overcrowded streets of Manhattan, but they apparently also made pretty good battering rams.

      New Guy had been knocked from his feet but was already up on one knee, firing wildly at the Mag Truck. I lost track of how many times he fired, but eventually, I saw that the slide of his gun had locked back, indicating that he was out of bullets. As he reached into a pocket, a single shot came from the Mag Truck, and New Guy fell flat on his back with a stain of red starting to blossom from his chest. It was Frank. He jumped the eight feet or so from the driver’s seat to the ground and shouted, “Come on!”

      He reached up to grab a hold of the retractable ladder, which he’d originally forgone in his leap out of the truck, but just then, the room erupted with the sound of gunfire again.

      One, two, three shots came from . . . I had no idea where. My eyes had been on Frank. He stumbled briefly, but then drew and fired his weapon again in our direction, and then the gunfire stopped.

      “Frank!” Annie yelled.

      Frank sagged against the ladder, then fell down to one knee.

      “He’s hit,” Annie said as she got up and rushed over to him.

      I stood and took two steps toward Frank, but he looked up at me and said in a ragged voice, “Block the door.”

      Only then did I realize that the gunfire that had hit him had come from the doorway of the room. Looking back, I saw a man I did not recognize lying half in the doorway and appearing to be pretty dead. I first kind of shoved him with my foot, then bent down and pushed him out into the hallway and slammed the door behind him.

      “Crap.” There was no way to lock the door from the inside.

      The only piece of furniture in the room was the huge white table, and I had no idea if I’d be able to slide that thing all the way over to the door in order to use it as a wedge. I ran over to the big table, placed my hands on one side of it, then had an idea. I jogged back over to the door, took my PCD out of my pocket, and scanned it over the metal door handle. Accessing a nifty little program on my PCD I’d never even known existed before, I was able to connect with the keypad of the door, lock it, and reset the combination.

      “Cool,” I said out loud, thinking to myself that this Dr. Kertzenheim guy had some pretty awesome skills with the PCD. Why wouldn’t he, though? He basically invented the thing.

      “Alden!” Annie called to me from across the room. The plaster and wood beneath where the Mag Truck was stuck in the wall was making a rather alarming series of cracking noises. Frank had obviously driven the Mag Truck along the Mag Rail but jumped off of it when turning the truck into the building. The only thing holding it up off the ground now was the fading strength of that wall itself.

      I ran over to Annie and took a knee next to her and Frank.

      “How’d you know we were in trouble?” I asked Frank, only noticing at the very end of my question that his entire stomach was dark red with blood.

      “Our PCDs are paired to each other,” he said with a smile, followed by a racking cough. “There was a feature on mine that allowed me to hear everything that was happening on your end.”

      That’s not cool, I thought, briefly offended by the invasion of my privacy. PCDs weren’t supposed to work like that. They were only supposed to be able to pair to external media devices, like headphones or a larger display. They weren’t supposed to pair to each other unless both parties explicitly agreed to do so. Then, a different part of my brain realized that it was actually cool, because it had just saved our lives.

      Frank turned to the side, spit up some blood, and said, “You guys gotta get out of here.”

      “What about you?” Annie asked, as banging started to come from the door behind us.

      “You’ve got like thirty seconds before they give up on that door and come running around the outside of the building to come in this way,” he said, gesturing to the truck sticking out of the wall a short distance behind him. Just then, the cracking noise of the wall began to intensify. Without thinking, I grabbed Frank by the shoulders and pulled him farther into the room, all the while calling for Annie to follow us.

      The wall collapsed, and the truck slammed down onto the ground with enough force to actually make me bounce off the ground.

      “Go,” Frank croaked, shoving his gun into my hand.

      “I don’t know how to use this thing,” I said.

      He shook his head and rolled his eyes at me.

      The banging on the door had stopped, and I knew Frank had been right. They would be coming around the side of the building to enter through this new gigantic hole at any moment now. I jumped to my feet, stepped over to the table, and placed the STU Hats back into their carrying case. Holding the case and the gun with my left hand, I ran back over to Frank, bent down, and grabbed him under the armpit with my right hand.

      “Help me,” I said to Annie, quickly realizing that I wouldn’t be able to lift him all by myself.

      Frank screamed in pain as we dragged him past the Mag Truck and out onto the street. Ground traffic was stopped, but only due to the gawk factor. There was actually nothing blocking the first car I saw on the street as we stepped from the building. I left Annie holding Frank as best she could and ran in front of that nearest vehicle, screaming, “Help! Help!”

      Oddly, the woman behind the wheel put her hands up in front of her.

      What was that all about?

      “We need to get out of here! Help!” I yelled again.

      I watched in confusion as she opened her door and took off at a full sprint in the other direction. It actually took me a moment to realize that I was holding the gun Frank had just handed me, and I’d been waving it around like a lunatic while yelling for help.

      Whoops, I thought, then ran back over to Annie and helped her half-carry, half-drag Frank over to the car. I opened the back door, pushed him in, and got in next to him.

      “You drive!” I shouted to Annie.

      “Me?”

      A chorus of screaming voices was coming around the side of the building.

      “Drive!” I yelled at her.

      She jumped in the front seat, and fortunately, the woman who had just abandoned the car had apparently left her PCD in it because we were able to start driving down the road immediately.

      Your PCD gave you access to everything you owned, from the locks on your house to the doors at your work, and of course, your car.

      “Is he gonna make it?” I asked Annie regarding the bloody man next to me.

      “No,” came the reply from Frank. “And neither are you, unless I give you something.”

      “What?” I asked.

      He nodded toward the portable STU unit I was holding.

      I sighed, then opened the briefcase and took out the two Hats. I put one on my head and another on his. The computer was already booted, and I searched for a way to access the root menu.

      “Crap,” I said.

      “What?” Frank asked in a whisper.

      The interface wasn’t responding to the commands that I somehow knew it should be. I tried the sequence three times, none of them working, until something on the briefcase itself finally caught my eye. A hole. It looked like a bullet hole.

      “Crap,” I said again.

      “What?” Frank reiterated with annoyance.

      I tried another set of commands, which did work, but I still had to break some bad news to Frank.

      “The unit’s damaged. I won’t be able to perform a nondestructive skill transfer. As it is, this thing can only go one way.”

      Frank laughed, coughing up a little more blood in the process. “Pretty sure I’m not gonna be needing anything up here very soon,” he said, tapping his head with one bloody finger.  “I won’t need this either.” He took his bloody hand, reached into his pocket, wiped his thumb clean on the cloth seat of the car, and logged onto his PCD. A moment later my own PCD made a noise, and I looked to see that Frank had just made a five-million-dollar transfer to my account.

      “Holy crap,” I said.

      He smiled.

      “Thanks, Frank,” I said. Then, double-checking our connection through the STU, I said, “Think about shooting guns.”

      “Oh, I’ll give you a lot more than just that, Mr. Heath. You’ll need it to take down these assholes.”

      The unit synchronized, and a transfer began, which lasted for about thirty seconds, until the screen on the unit indicated that the connection had been lost. I was confused for a moment until I looked up and saw that Frank was dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      “We gotta get out of here,” I said to Annie.

      “You think?” she replied sarcastically.

      “I don’t mean just here, here. I mean we’ve gotta get out of the city, the state, maybe even the country. You heard what New Guy said.”

      “Who’s New Guy?” she asked, annoyed but aware of my tendency to suck with names.

      “The dude who was just trying to scramble our brains. He said the government knows about this whole thing, and even they wanna keep it quiet.”

      “So you think everyone in the government knows?” she asked, once again leaning heavily on the sarcasm. “The Mayor of New York, Paul the postal worker, that guy who did your audit down at the IRS?”

      “No, I don’t think everyone knows,” I said, a little annoyed with her sarcasm. “But somebody does, and the thing is, we have no idea who.”

      She was quiet for a moment, then I saw her nod to herself. She knew I was right.

      “Give me a minute,” I said. “I need to think.”

      The portable STU I was holding wasn’t gonna cut it. If it couldn’t do the one thing I really needed it to do, it was pretty useless. Examining the briefcase, I found that the bullet hole looked to have entered right where the CPU fan would have been. That explained why the unit seemed to be running so hot. It also explained why the root menu wasn’t working. The CPU fan was right on top of the primary motherboard, which contained a proprietary STU chipset. I could tell you exactly how to program the thing to do pretty much anything I wanted, but the skill set Dr. K had passed along didn’t seem to contain anything about fixing a broken chipset, or making a new one. I’d need to get a replacement.

      I logged onto my PCD again and did a quick Web search for privately owned portable STUs. A bunch of articles came up about that billionaire guy who had been taken to court over the way he acquired that poor girl’s ice-carving skill. Next, I saw a couple more articles with names of billionaires I’d never heard of, and just as I was about to exit out of the ad that popped up, I saw that it was a commercial for the STU Spacewalk Experience on the SS Olympus.

      I smiled to myself. Annie and I had just watched a whole special on the Space Station Olympus the other night. It was actually still in my “watch list,” so I thought-commanded it to open and scrolled to just after the second commercial break.

      “It’s the only privately owned STU in the universe that is offered to use for the general public,” the narrator was saying.

      “What the hell?” Annie asked in annoyance as she heard the program playing off of my PCD. “Why are you watching TV?”

      I shushed her.

      “This STU offers the transfer of one skill and one skill only,” the narrator continued to say. “The skill required to take a space walk outside the SS Olympus. And, some good news for space travelers made wary by the unfortunate micro-meteor that damaged the STU unit this time last year, the SS Olympus now sports a backup unit to guarantee the adventure of a lifetime to anyone aboard who has the funds required to take this most scenic of walks.”

      “Wanna go on vacation?” I asked Annie.

      Every STU on the planet was either smack dab in the middle of a STU-owned and operated building or in the care of some jag-off billionaire who probably had more security around him than the President of the United States. This one, though, the one on the space station, it was just sitting there on display like a table hockey game in a cheap hotel. Well, like a three-hundred-million-dollar table hockey game in a six-billion-dollar hotel, but you get the idea. The point was that since the unit was up in space and there was only a very limited amount of ways to either get there or leave, security was quite a bit more lax than it would be if the Unit were here on Earth.

      A plan was formulating in my head, which was actually kind of amazing. I’d always been pretty horrible at planning. My whole adult life had consisted of learning guitar, selling the skill, paying some bills, and trying to save up enough in between to try to take a little vacation if I could. Right now, though, I had a plan in my head with a backup plan behind it, and even an exit strategy just in case things went wrong.

      Exit strategy? I don’t think I’d ever said or even thought those two words before in my entire life. Thanks, Frank. I was pretty sure infiltration and exit strategy had to have been part of his extensive military training. Of course, having these skills in my head and knowing how to use them were two different things. It was kind of like knowing how to hit a baseball, but not understanding any of the rules of the game. Well, I guess I’d just have to figure it out as I went along.

      I grabbed my PCD again and began spoofing a different identity onto the unit.

      “What?” I said out loud as my mind flew through the procedure.

      I didn’t think this was even possible. Wasn’t this like the exact reason these things were created? Dr. K apparently knew an awful lot about how to manipulate the so-called safeguards for privacy. Sure enough, in under twenty seconds, my PCD was coming up as registered to Mr. Jake Kline of 318 Whipping Way in Idaho Falls. Fortunately, since Mr. Kline was also me, he was rather wealthy, having access to just over five and a half million dollars. Cool.

      Checking on my PCD, I saw that travel to the SS Olympus happened via the Space Elevator located just south of Bogota, Colombia. Annie and I had heard some info about that in the special too. It was apparently this thirty-person capacity elevator that ran on a carbon nanotube cable that stretched from just south of Bogota all the way up to the SS Olympus in Earth’s orbit. I didn’t remember anything else about it, other than it costing $250,000 per person to use it. Fortunately, for the first time in my life, money wasn’t going to be an issue.

      So, I tapped my way over to a search page and started looking for “empty leg” flights out of LaGuardia-Kane airport and found one that would be going direct to Bogota in just under two hours. Empty Leg Flights were something I’d read about online a while ago. Apparently, private jets get chartered all the time to go just one way, and their owners will often offer them up for the return leg of the flight at a generously reduced rate. If the plane is going that way anyway, might as well get someone on board willing to pay for the fuel and any bit of profit you can get out of it.

      

      “Give me one of your earrings,” I said to Annie.

      She did so without question.

      I cleaned the blood off of the PCD Frank had been using, then used the post of the earring to reset the unit to factory defaults.

      “Here,” I said, handing the PCD up to Annie. “It’s a blank. Just pair it to your thumb and brainwaves.”

      She did so at the next stoplight, then handed it back to me.

      Following the same set of commands I’d just used on my own PCD, I was quickly able to change the PCD from coming up as registered to Annie Crown, to being registered to Sophia Bowers.

      A thought came unbidden into my mind that I should probably take a minute to switch the identities on our PCDs again. It was Jake Kline and Sophia Bowers

      “Here,” I said, handing it back up to her again.

      I’d explain everything I’d done later. For now, I logged back into my own PCD and booked the empty leg flight I’d found for the not-so-reasonable rate of $120,000.

      

      I suppose that with all the money Frank had just given me I could have just chartered my own flight, but a little part of my brain was telling me that chartering a flight out of the country five minutes after being involved in a shoot-out would be kind of obvious. That in mind, I booked four additional empty leg flights, to Sweden, Miami, Minneapolis, and London, along with seven pairs of seats on various commercial airlines to random domestic and international destinations.

      Now, though, it was time to ditch back into the subway. Annie and I were both wearing our generic-looking Shadez, so none of the facial recognition software running in the city would be able to pick us up, but if we stayed in this same car on the same street for much longer, we’d get tracked down in no time. I asked Annie to pull over and said adios to a man I barely even knew, but who had given his life to protect me, and whose skills would hopefully keep on protecting me for at least a little while longer. I wiped the gun clean, left it in Frank’s hand, brought the case, and got ready to go travel in style on our rented private jet.
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      While we were down in the very crowded subway I kept bumping into people with the portable STU case I was carrying. It was thicker than any normal briefcase, not to mention it was ridiculously conspicuous. The bulging metallic silver case was banded with solar panels and, just like the PCD, could operate all day when exposed to just a few minutes of sunlight. True, not everyone in New York City knew exactly what a portable STU unit looked like, but the guy carrying around a big, silver metal briefcase with a bullet hole in it is bound to draw the attention of least a couple of people. Realizing this, I told Annie that we’d have to temporarily ditch the thing.

      “But don’t we kind of need it to show people what it can really do?” she asked.

      “Yeah, but it’s broken right now anyway. The only thing it can do for us at the moment is make us stick out and get us caught. When we get the new chipset, we’re just gonna have to come back for it.”

      “Why not just take the computer out and put it in a different case?” she asked.

      “The case and the solar panels built onto the outside of it are part of the whole unit. Trying to rip the guts out of the case would just mean that we’d need to find or steal more parts somewhere else.”

      Annie was most definitely not used to me talking about anything computer-related with any degree of confidence, so she gave me a bit of a weird look, but then nodded in acceptance of my explanation. Now, I just needed to figure out where to hide this beast of a briefcase.

      The first idea that popped into my mind was the same thing I’d seen done hundreds of times in a bunch of different TV shows and in the movies. So, just like a thousand fictional characters had done before, Annie and I made a stop at Grand Central Station, rented a locker for eight bucks a day, and left the three-hundred-million-dollar portable STU unit amongst everyone else’s travel toothbrushes, business suits, and whatever else wasn’t worth toting around the big city after a train ride.

      With the case hidden away as safely as I could think to hide it, we popped back down into the subway for a little while longer, then came up in search of one of the few roaming cabs still operating in New York City. I normally would have used a Ride Share Service, but those people tended to be a lot more friendly and a good deal more chatty, whereas cabbies basically just tended to bury their noses in their PCDs and do the bare minimum required to get you from point A to point B. Normally, I enjoy meeting new and fun people in Ride Shares, but today, right now, we needed as little human contact as possible.

      While standing on the Avenue of the Americas waiting for one of the yellow vehicles to come by, something on a nearby giant 3D screen caught my eye. It was me, standing in the middle of the street, holding the big silver STU case in one hand and waving a gun around with the other, while screaming in panic at a woman in a car in front of me.

      “Oh man,” I said.

      Annie started to ask what was wrong, but she followed my gaze to the big screen that was set between two scrolling digital stock tickers I was looking at.

      “That looks horrible,” I said.

      Annie grimaced in agreement.

      “We need to separate,” I said to Annie.

      “What?” she asked with a rather petrified look on her face. “I don’t know, I mean, where would I—”

      I cut her off. “I mean, we just need to separate for a few minutes.”

      The video they were showing on the news had been shot by someone with a PCD that was apparently right there on the street behind the STU Donor Union building as it was all going down. You could see the garbage truck wedged halfway into the building, me accidentally pointing the gun at the woman, Frank getting helped into the back seat, and Annie getting into the driver’s seat. If anybody was paying any attention to the news, which, on the streets of New York City was, luckily for us, not a strong possibility, the two of us standing here wearing the same exact clothes that we had on in the video, were going to be pretty easy to spot.

      “We just need to split up to get some different clothing. Just for a couple of minutes,” I said.

      Since I was wearing jeans, which was pretty much standard wear for every guy in the surrounding area, I told her that all I needed was a new shirt. Her pale yellow yoga pants, on the other hand, were a little more conspicuous, so she would need some new pants and a new shirt. I’m not sure why, but I thought it would be a good idea for us to shop for each other’s clothes instead of our own. I gave her a quick hug and jogged off down the street, telling her we should meet back here as soon as we could.

      At the end of the block I found one of those tourist trap stores with little mini Statues of Liberty, postcards, posters, and all sorts of souvenir clothing. I grabbed pretty much the first two things I found, which were a black pair of sweatpants with a little “NYC” on the right hip and a gray zip-up hoodie with “I heart NYC” in big block letters on the back. I charged them to my PCD and jog-walked back to where Annie and I were supposed to meet.

      She wasn’t there. I waited a minute, then two, and then three, and then I started to get nervous. Just as I was reaching for my PCD to send her a message, I finally saw her coming down the sidewalk toward me.

      “Hey,” she said, noticing that I was a little flustered. “It took me a minute to find you this one in your size.”

      As she reached into a bag to take something out, I saw that the word “Trace” was written on the side of the bag. Great, I thought. Trace was one of those fancy-pants stores that Annie shopped at for me twice a year, once on my birthday and once on Christmas.

      So, I’d gotten her some crap at a gift store, and she’d gone and picked out something extra nice at a high-end store for me. Awesome.

      “What did you find for me?” she asked brightly.

      “Uh, hold on,” I said, half to delay the look of disappointment she was bound to give me, but half to get us out of the middle of the sidewalk.

      We took a couple steps back toward the nearest building, and I said, “Here,” handing her the bag, intentionally not opening it up for inspection. I then gestured toward the fast-food place next to us and said, “You can go in there and change. I’ll just put my new shirt on out here.”

      I saw her peek down into the bag I’d just given her, and I immediately took a few steps away toward a small alley between the fast-food place and the office supply store next to it in order to get out of punching range. With a bit of side eye thrown my way, Annie walked over to the entrance to the fast-food place, leaving me in the alley to make my own quick change. The shirt I was wearing was an old, red, long-sleeve Henley with some stitching fraying around the collar. The shirt Annie had picked out for me was this light steel-blue button-down thing that looked like it was made out of silk, but instead of being soft and smooth was just stiff enough to jam up into my armpits and taper down to my waist, making me feel restricted, if not claustrophobic. I was just standing there for a couple of minutes trying to get used to the thing when I realized that I should probably tuck it into my jeans. I’m pretty sure that’s what Annie would want me to do. Halfway through the procedure, I looked up toward the entrance of the alley and saw Annie, wearing her new black sweats and hoodie, standing there glaring at me.

      “Hey,” I said sheepishly.

      She didn’t respond verbally, but the look she was giving me did a really excellent job of conveying her dissatisfaction at my choice of apparel.

      “I know. I know,” I said. “I’m sorry. I just grabbed the first things I could find.”

      She kept staring at me.

      “And yes,” I continued, “I love the shirt you got me. It’s awesome. Thank you.”

      She shook her head and started to walk away. I took two steps in the other direction to throw the Trace bag with my old shirt in it into a trash can, then jogged a few steps to catch up to her. Fortunately, as soon as I caught up, I saw a yellow cab coming our way, so I stepped out into the street to try to wave it down.

      “Where to?” the cabbie asked as we were getting in.

      “LaGuardia-Kane,” I said.

      “What gate?” he asked.

      “Uh,” I hesitated. “Private jet? Is that a thing?”

      “Yeah, that’s a thing,” the driver said with a bit of a “you dumbass” tone to his voice. I saw him look up at the two of us in his rearview mirror. This was way more scrutiny than I was expecting out of a New York cab driver.

      “We’re just meeting someone there,” Annie said.

      “Uh-huh,” the driver replied and took off down Sixth.

      The TV embedded into the divider between us and the driver was out, which I was glad for. I didn’t exactly want to get into the cab and see that footage of me with the gun. The semi-reflective black surface of the screen showed me something else that was just as disconcerting, though. I hadn’t notice it until just now, when I saw the reflection of the two of us sitting side by side, but Annie and I sitting there with our cheap-ass generic Shadez did look a little bit conspicuous, if not just ridiculous. They were certainly helping to scramble all the facial recognition software in the city that was most definitely already looking for us, but any person with a normal pair of eyes in their head would look at us with our dopey glasses and think, What are those two goobers hiding from? Worse yet, they could maybe realize that the two goobers on TV who had just had a shoot-out at the Union Hall were also wearing those same Shadez. We had to get these things off fast, but we couldn’t do it so long as we were out in the open.

      “Actually, if you can just drop us off at the main gate,” I said to the driver. “I wanna pick up a couple things at the gift shops first.”

      “Sure,” the cabbie said, as Annie gave me a somewhat inquisitive look. I could tell she was dying to know why I had changed the plan, but she knew enough not to ask too many questions while we could be overheard.

      After slogging it out through only a mildly insane amount of New York City traffic, we arrived at the airport, and the cabbie dropped us off at Gate Number One. As soon as we got out of the car, I quickly explained to Annie that we needed to swap out our generic Shadez for some that were a little bit less conspicuous. Fortunately, the fourth store into the shops at the airport was a high-end jewelry store with a Shadez case near the register. I asked Annie to wait outside while I went in to pick out some new ones for the two of us, but she shot me down.

      “I think I’ll pick them out,” she said as she walked into the little shop, leaving me standing alone in the walkway area.

      A few minutes later she came out wearing a pair of thin silver-rimmed Shadez with clear, nonprescription lenses and handed me a case with my own new pair inside.

      “They’re photochromic,” she said. “The lenses get darker in bright light and stay clear when it’s darker.”

      “Cool,” I said. I’d kind of always wanted photochromic glasses. Damn, she had mad shopping skills.

      As I opened the case to take the new glasses out, I stopped myself mid-motion.

      “What?” Annie asked. “They’re cool,” she said defensively.

      “No. Not that,” I said. “How did you put on your new glasses?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?” she replied.

      “Like, did you just take off your old Shadez and then put the new ones on?”

      “Yeah,” she said, as if it were a really stupid question.

      “Oh no,” I said. “How long until our flight?”

      “Like fifteen minutes. Why?” She was sounding concerned now.

      “We gotta go, fast,” I said, as I turned and started to jog back outside the airport, turning to make sure she was following me.

      “Why?” she asked, running to catch up with me. “What’s wrong?”

      “Unless you made extra super sure to somehow hide your face from anywhere in that shop that might have had a little camera in it while you were changing out your Shadez, chances are pretty good that they’re gonna have you on surveillance in as little as thirty minutes but probably no more than an hour.”

      “What?” she asked with panic creeping into her voice. “I didn’t know that. You didn’t tell me.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, still jogging past all the commercial gates and running toward the private end of the airport. “I didn’t know either. Well, I did but I didn’t. Frank knew. I mean. It’s okay. We just gotta go fast.”
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      Halfway down the sidewalk outside the airport that ran parallel to all of the gates, Annie and I decided to reenter the building through the Sun Blue Airlines gate. It would have been faster for us to have just kept running straight down the sidewalk outside the building all the way to the private gates, but that would have made it way too easy for anyone tracking our movement via security cameras after locking onto us at the jewelry store.

      “We need to split up again, okay?” I said to Annie once we were back inside and amongst a small crowd of people.

      She looked at me with these pleading eyes that asked “Why” without having to actually form the word with her mouth.

      “I just need you to take the squirreliest path through as many people and as many crazy turns as you can make on your way to the private gates.”

      Her eyes still begged to know why, but she was too afraid to ask.

      “They’ve got cameras everywhere, Annie. With our Shadez on, they won’t be able to use the computers to track us, but they will be able to just look at the monitors and follow us visually, and I wanna make it as hard for them to do that as possible.”

      Understanding blossomed, and she stepped up onto her toes to give me a quick kiss.

      “I’m sorry, Alden,” she said, still obviously feeling guilty about having removed her glasses, which actually reminded me that I still had my generic Shades on.

      “Can I borrow your hoodie for a second?” I asked.

      She unzipped it and handed it to me. I put it over my head, and beneath it, I swapped out the generic Shadez for the new photochromics Annie had just bought me.

      “Love you,” I said, as I handed her back the hoodie.

      “Love you too. See you in a few minutes, right?”

      “Ten minutes. Set a timer.”

      I watched her grab her PCD to set a ten-minute timer, and I did the same. Then, we separated, and I did my best to find as many crowded places within the airport as I could, whilst still winding my way toward the far end of the airport. For the first couple of minutes I milled through a crowded food court. Another couple minutes were spent weaving in and out of a check-in line for an international flight. I spent a half minute each in three different bathrooms, one of which became the final resting place for my generic Shades, and then I did quick circuits within three of the busiest stores I could find. With just a minute to spare, I emerged at the end of the commercial gates to see the entrance to the private section of the airport. Once again, I seemed to have arrived first.

      The crowd at this end of the airport was really thin, so I felt like I would have been able to spot Annie coming from quite a distance, but there was no sign of her. I looked down at my PCD to check the time, and with just a few seconds to go before the ten-minute timer I’d set went off, I felt a hand on my shoulder.

      “Ah!” I choked out loud, while taking one quick step away from the hand.

      I whirled around and saw with some embarrassment that it was Annie.

      “Where did you—oh.” I was about to ask her where she’d come from, but noticed that I had been standing right in front of the last ladies’ room in the commercial part of the airport.

      “I went into three others too,” she said, obviously trying hard not to look like she was going to laugh at me for almost jumping through the roof a moment earlier.

      “Good,” I said, then opened the door to let her walk ahead of me into the private section of the airport.

      “Passes,” an extremely tall man with a button-down shirt and slacks demanded as we entered through the door.

      I pulled my PCD out of my pocket and thought-commanded my ticket to appear on the screen. Mr. Tall waved his PCD over it and nodded.

      “Mr. Kline, your flight is just down there,” he said, pointing toward a gate nearby.

      “You do know this section of the airport has its own pick-up drop-off area, right?” Mr. Tall said, obviously having noticed that we had, for some reason, come from the public end of the airport.

      “I know,” I replied. “We just needed to buy a couple of things before the flight,” I said, gesturing to my little jewelry bag, which now contained nothing but the empty case of my new Shadez.

      “We also have shops here,” he said, pointing toward a number of storefronts I actually hadn’t noticed until just now.

      “Oh,” I said. “Thanks.”

      Annie pulled out her PCD, Mr. Tall scanned it, nodded, and bade us both a good trip.

      I grabbed Annie’s hand and walked over to the indicated gate, where a very attractive twenty-something flight attendant complete with a short skirt and form-fitting yet somehow somewhat professional-looking top greeted us.

      “Mr. Kline, Ms. Bowers,” Ms. Short Skirt said. “Are the two of you all set?”

      “Yup,” Annie replied as I nodded.

      “Do you have any luggage you’ll be checking?”

      You know what? I hadn’t thought of that. I decided we would just have to buy some new stuff when we arrived in Colombia. Hopefully, I would be able to find something without an “NYC” logo on it for Annie.

      “Nope. We’re traveling light,” Annie said.

      “All right, then. Come this way.”

      Ms. Short Skirt turned to lead us toward a door that opened up to a spot near the runways.

      “Is that our jet?” I asked as we followed her outside and saw that she was heading in the direction of the slick white jet no more than two hundred feet away.

      “It’s the one you’ll be flying in today,” she replied politely.

      “Cool,” I said, then, without thinking, I asked, “No security?”

      I immediately thought better of it, and not just because Annie gave me a why-the-hell-did-you-ask-that-you-dummy look.

      “No, sir,” came the reply from Ms. Short Skirt. “Is this your first time flying private?”

      “No,” I said, thinking that if I’d said “yes” she’d somehow know that the only reason I was flying private today is because I was on the run from the law and had to get out of the country.

      Unfortunately, Annie said, “Yes” at the exact same time.

      “Uh, mine, not his,” Annie said to Ms. Short Skirt, this time giving me a look that simply said, “You’re an idiot.” It might also have said, “Stop staring at Ms. Short Skirt’s short skirt.”

      I shut my mouth, kept my eyes locked on the jet, and walked up to the stairway that led into the little plane. As we approached, a man I assumed was the pilot came down out of the stairs and asked to confirm my identity. I pulled out my PCD, let him scan it, and returned the little unit to my front pocket.

      “Welcome aboard, Mr. Kline, Ms. Bowers,” the pilot said to us as we followed him up the short staircase. “My name is Captain George Antonopoulos, and I’ll be your pilot today.”

      I’d be calling him Captain George. No way I was going to be attempting to say that monstrosity of a last name out loud anytime soon.

      “Flight time today should be just about five hours,” Captain George said. “As soon as the two of you grab your seats and get comfortable, we can get on our way. You need anything at all, Jenny here will help you out. She’s also our co-pilot for the day.”

      Jenny was apparently the real name of Ms. Short Skirt, and as I took my seat, realizing that my face was now going to be ass level with her, I decided to look intently at my knees and responded in the negative when she asked if we wanted anything before we took off.

      Annie also declined her offer, then laughed. She nudged then punched my arm lightly.

      “You don’t have to avoid eye contact altogether,” she said with a smile, noticing the awkward ass-to-face height similarity I was trying so hard to avoid.

      I returned the smile and gave Annie a kiss.

      “If everyone is all set, we’re up next and will be taking off shortly,” came the voice of Captain George over the intercom.

      Jenny told us to push a little button over our heads if we needed anything and then disappeared up into the cockpit, closing the door behind her.

      I breathed. It felt like the first time I’d actually done that in a few hours. It felt good. On top of that, this jet was pretty cool. It was a little tight inside, but it actually had room for eight people. All the seats were plush white leather, and the carpet in the aisle was a deep blue with some silver threading weaved into it as accent. Annie and I were sitting side by side in two seats facing forward. On the other side of the little aisle was a mini-couch facing lengthwise. Behind that were a couple more seats around a small round table, and next to that were two more seats side by side just like the ones Annie and I were in. If I’d been thinking about it, I probably would have tried to sit on the little couch, but I’d been so conditioned over the years to just sit in a normal seat facing forward on a plane that I’d just walked right over to this one without thinking. Maybe I could switch over to the couch when the “fasten seat belts” light went off. Wait, did they even have that light on this plane? Oh, yeah. There it is.

      “What are you thinking about?” Annie said, interrupting my airplane reveries.

      “Nothing. I just . . . this is crazy.”

      “You think we’ll make it?” she asked.

      I put a finger to my mouth as if to say “quiet.” Then, I pointed to my ear, then pointed all around the interior of the plane in one sweeping gesture. I was trying to tell her, “Don’t say anything because someone could be listening,” and I think she got it. She sat back in her seat and grabbed my hand as the plane’s engine came to life, moving us out onto the runway.
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      Heading to Colombia on a private jet, my girlfriend by my side, and a few million in my bank account, all sounded pretty good. The STU Corporation and my own STU Donor Union trying to kill me, along with a certain unknown faction of the United States government more likely than not being willing to help disappear me off of the planet Earth because of some information one of the founding fathers of modern STU technology had put into my head, well, that part sucked. I hadn’t bothered to move over to the little couch yet because, as it turns out, I was finding out that I was actually pretty good at dealing cards. Not sure if that had been Frank’s skill or Dr. K’s, but an hour into the flight Annie had dozed off, and I’d picked up a pack of playing cards that was in a little bin next to my seat by the window.

      I’d been playing with them on a little tray that flipped open from my armrest, but eventually I got up and moved over to one of the seats near the little table so I’d have more room to shuffle, cut, and deal the cards. I’m sure that there were other technical words for what I was doing, and I could probably use my PCD to look them up, but for now, I was just enjoying watching the cards fly from my fingers instead of thinking about all the crap that had been happening these past couple of weeks.

      Thinking about my PCD did remind me about something Frank had said to me while he was lying on the floor of the Union Hall, bleeding to death. He said the units were paired together. Everything I’d known about PCDs my entire life, and even all of my new skills with manipulating the units told me that was strange. I got up from my seat, gently woke Annie, and asked her to give me her PCD. She did, then managed to pass out again. All the excitement of the day had me completely wired. Seems like it had the opposite effect on her—she was completely zonked.

      I poked around in the menu of my own PCD for a little while, until I found a little application right there on the main screen that I hadn’t noticed before. “PAIR” it said inside an icon with a little pear in it. That was cute. I thought-commanded the program to open, and a little dialogue came up telling me that it was connecting to the paired PCD. Sure enough, a moment later I saw the main screen on Annie’s PCD activate as if she’d unlocked it by pressing her thumb to the screen. Now, the PCD of my own screen was split. Two-thirds of the screen showed me what was on my own device, and the other third was a direct mirror of what was on Annie’s PCD. Along the bottom were icons indicating that I could activate the microphone or the camera on Annie’s PCD, and another one marked “TRACK.” I thought-commanded that one to open, and it brought up a little map on my main screen, showing me a tiny little dot that I’m assuming represented the location of Annie’s PCD. In order to test this out, I got up and took Annie’s PCD up toward the front of the plane. Leaving it there, I went back to my seat, checked my own screen, and saw that the little dot was indeed a tiny bit farther away than it had been before I moved it. I stood up and spun around in a slow circle, watching the dot move around with me, showing the direction of Annie’s PCD in relation to which way I was facing.

      “Cool,” I said quietly.

      Frank had said that these two units were untraceable and untrackable, and that was because all of their GPS functionality had been turned off. That made it so that you couldn’t use the units to give you directions or use them to locate things near your vicinity because technically, the units had no idea where they were. Consequently, no one looking for them would be able to find where they were. This pairing function, however, was going to allow Annie and me to keep in touch and keep track of one another, no matter what. If we got separated, we could just call each other and ask for the other’s location, but without GPS, this little tracking feature could actually be pretty handy. I guess my only question now was, how good was the range on this pairing? Was it only a couple hundred yards like it would be for a paired set of headphones, or was it unlimited? I felt like I should have been able to figure this out, but then I remembered that Dr. K had given the PCDs to Frank after our skill transfer at STU Midtown had taken place, so I could only assume it was something he’d done more recently. I had to wonder what else these things could do.

      No sooner had that thought crossed my mind than a big, huge wave of sleepiness finally washed over me, so I got up and walked over to that cool little leather couch that was along the wall opposite where Annie was sleeping in her seat. I stretched out on it, my legs hanging halfway off the edge, and noticed a screen up on the ceiling directly in my line of view.

      “Cool,” I said to myself, for like the third time about this plane. What? It was cool.

      I grabbed my PCD, thought-commanded one of the local New York TV channels to come up, and then paired the device to the screen mounted on the ceiling, which showed me the feed. I kept the volume routed to my PCD, put it next to my head, and turned the volume way down so Annie wouldn’t hear it. I kept my eyes open for a little bit, watching some program about some new local restaurants in the Village and eventually started to doze off.

      “The identity of the man with the gun has been confirmed to be Alden Heath,” I heard from the speakers built into my PCD as I lay there, almost completely asleep.

      “Huh?” I grumbled out loud, waking up sharply.

      “The woman with him is Annie Crown. The identity of the wounded man they helped to the car has not been released, and his status is unknown at this time.”

      “Annie,” I said louder than I intended, now completely awake.

      “What?” she choked out as she jerked awake in her seat.

      “Look at this,” I said, unpairing my PCD from the screen on the ceiling and pairing it to the first wall-mounted screen I saw, which was directly behind Annie’s seat, across from the little table.

      Annie was facing the wrong way to see it, so she had to spin around on her chair, sitting on her knees, with her elbows on the headrest. At first, it was just the news anchor saying some filler stuff, and Annie gave me a what-the-hell? look, until a picture of her own face came up on the screen, and she actually said, “What the hell?” out loud. I walked over to stand next to her and let her listen to the audio feed coming quietly out of my PCD.

      The video of me waving the gun around seemed to be on a loop, as the anchorwoman was talking. Then, they showed video taken from inside the Union Hall. It must have come from a security camera or something. That looked even worse. It didn’t bother to show Frank shooting the guy who had come in through the door. Instead, it just showed me kicking his dead body back out into the hallway and closing the door.

      “They made it look like I just kicked the guy to death,” I said to Annie, forgetting my own rule about staying quiet.

      She just sat there with her arms folded over the headrest with an expression like she’d just swallowed a rotten piece of tuna fish.

      The report mercifully ended, and I did a little channel surfing to see who else was covering the story. I quickly came across the tail end of a similar version of the story being told on another local New York channel, but as I made my way up to the national news outlets, I couldn’t seem to find it anywhere. That was good . . . I hoped.

      I looked down at my PCD and did a quick search online to see where else the story was showing up. It appeared to be the same way on the internet. A handful of local New York websites were covering it and telling the local public to be on the lookout for these “armed and dangerous individuals,” but I didn’t find anything national about it. I decided that was definitely good, and probably did make sense. Because it was happening to us, and it was all going so horribly wrong, I kind of expected a worldwide APB to be put out on us and for a huge worldwide manhunt to be launched. As bad as the crime was, though—or at least, as bad as it looked on TV—it was just a local New York story, so hopefully that’s where it would stay. For a little while at least.

      I had just finished convincing myself of this and was about to try to run it by Annie when I noticed that the plane was starting to make a rather long and subtle turn to the left.

      “Oh no,” I said out loud.

      “What?” Annie asked.

      I pressed on the little button that was supposed to summon Jenny and waited a moment. Nothing happened, so I pressed it again. Nothing.

      “What are you doing?” Annie asked again, both annoyed and worried.

      “They’re turning the plane around,” I said.

      “Why?” Annie asked, horrified.

      “Why do you think?” I asked a little less kindly than I meant to.

      I grabbed my PCD again and thought-commanded the first local New York news channel we’d been watching to come back up on the screen in the cabin. Sure enough, they had strung together a montage of little snippets of the two of us running through the airport on our way to the private gate. Chief amongst the clips was one of Annie in the jewelry shop, removing her generic Shadez and trying on the designer pair. She was looking right at the camera. Like, right at it.

      “Oh my God,” she said. “It was a mirror. I was looking into a mirror. That wasn’t a camera. At least, I didn’t know it was.”

      “Yeah. It was apparently a mirror with a really high-resolution security camera built into it,” I said.

      Her head flopped down onto her forearms that were still folded atop the headrest of the seat she was kneeling backwards on.

      “It’s okay,” I said, feeling bad about my previously accusatory tone. As I said it, I pressed the little “SERVICE” button a couple more times, trying to get Jenny to come out. Still, nothing.

      The plane kept banking, and I had a feeling Captain George was taking it extra super wide in hopes that we wouldn’t notice that the plane was turning around. It was kind of obvious, so I had no idea how he thought he could possibly sneak it past us—maybe if we were sleeping? The plane was turning. That was a fact, and the only thing I didn’t know was how far we’d gone and where they’d force us to land. Were they going to take us back to New York, or force a landing at the nearest airport?

      Looking at my PCD, I saw that it had been just over three hours and forty minutes since we’d taken off. I quickly navigated to a little app that showed how far you could travel in any given amount of time by car, plane, or train, and selected “jet.” I set the start location as New York City and hit “GO.” Instantly, a light blue circle came up over the little map I was looking at and, assuming Captain George had indeed been flying us south this whole time, it looked like we could possibly be just south of Florida and the Florida Keys.

      That made sense, because looking out one of the windows, I saw nothing below us but wide open ocean.

      “Are you sure they’re taking us back?” Annie asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, noticing for the first time a little display screen next to the cockpit door showing our current airspeed, direction, and position on a map.

      Wish I’d noticed that a minute ago. Could have saved myself the trouble of doing that whole Web search about travel time and air speed.

      Anyway, we were definitely heading north now, coming back up toward Florida very shortly.

      “Hey!” Annie said, bolting off of her seat, bounding over to the cockpit and knocking on the door. “Hey! It’s not what it looks like. It’s—”

      I hurried over to her and gently took a hold of her arm to stop her from knocking on the door.

      “What are you doing?” she asked me, trying to free her arm and keep banging.

      “Captain George and Ms. Short Sk—uh, Jenny—were probably just told that they had two armed and dangerous criminals on their plane. The door’s obviously locked, and the more you bang on it, the more likely it is one or the both of them are probably gonna pee their pants.”

      “But we’re not dangerous cr—” she started to say, then let out a long sigh and nodded. “You’re right. So, what are we gonna do?”

      The words “I don’t know” were already formed and ready to come tumbling out of my mouth, but I instinctively did a quick survey of our surroundings before spitting them out. Seats, couch, table, mini-fridge, closet. Hey . . . closet. What’s in the closet?

      Near the back of the cabin was a door for the micro-sized bathroom, but in front of that was another door. I opened it, and laughed.

      “What?” Annie asked.

      I laughed harder.

      “What?” Annie asked, caught halfway between being annoyed and wanting to laugh along with me.

      “I think I know how to use one of these,” I said, pulling a parachute off of the top shelf in the little closet.
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      “Wheeeeeeee!”

      I’m pretty sure no one actually said “Wheeeee” when they were jumping out of a plane in an attempt to avoid being captured by the law, but I was just trying to get Annie to not be so insanely horrified and petrified so, yeah. “Wheeeeeeeee!”

      There was more than one parachute in the little closet, but seeing as how Annie hadn’t exactly ever done this before, I figured a tandem jump would be the smarter, and hopefully safer, way to go. Unlike Frank, who had rescued me from STU Midtown with a ready-to-go tandem rig, I kind of had to improvise something by using a few pieces from one of the other packs and a strap from one of those seat belt extensions that plus-sized people had to use in airplanes.

      “Ahhhhhhhhh!”

      That was Annie. I guess I didn’t really get her on board with the “Wheeee!”

      I kind of always thought there would be some sort of a safety mechanism in place so that you couldn’t accidentally open the door of a plane while it was in flight, but apparently not. I’d popped that sucker and taken the plunge just as soon as the little display on the wall next to the cockpit showed that we were back over some land. My plan was actually to do a water landing, but within sight of land. I knew that doing a tandem jump on a chute that was meant for just one would result in a relatively fast and thus painful landing if we were to hit solid ground so, yeah, I was aiming for water.

      Good thing the ocean is so huge. Bad thing I didn’t have any real experience to go along with the skydiving skills Frank had passed along.

      “Ahhhhhhhhh!”

      That was me this time.

      The moment we’d jumped out of the plane, I knew we were going fast, but there was really no perspective to the speed. That is, until I looked over and saw a group of clouds nearby whizzing vertically past me so much faster than I thought they would be. We had jumped from almost three times higher than a normal recreational jump. Fun dives would be at about fourteen thousand feet. We were close to forty thousand. It was cold. I couldn’t really breathe, and to make matters worse, Annie’s flailing elbows kept catching me in the ribs. Now I knew how Frank felt when I’d been doing that to him.

      “Ahhhhhhh!”

      That was both of us this time.

      I looked down and spotted land. Knowing it was time to pull the chord, I tried to yell at Annie in order to give her a warning, but that was more than useless. You couldn’t hear anything up here except for the sound of the wind rushing past our ears.

      THWUMP!

      That was the sound of the parachute catching the air and filling to its full spread.

      “Hrrrrrp!”

      That was the sound of my stomach trying to come out of my mouth and me just barely keeping it down.

      If I’d been alone, I would have been able to slow down to about seventeen miles per hour, but with the two of us hooked up on this one chute, we were definitely going to be coming in a little hot.

      There was water below and a beach a little ways off, but I was having a really hard time judging distance. My best guess told me we were going to be farther from the beach than I’d ideally wanted to be, and that we’d have to do quite a bit of swimming in order to make it ashore.

      “Alden,” Annie said in a kind of what-are-you-going-to-do tone.

      “I know,” I said. “I’ll get us closer.”

      She wasn’t what you’d call an awesome swimmer, and I knew she was nervous about how far away from land we were.

      I pulled the steering lines as hard as I could to get us going forward toward the shore. It worked. I could tell right away we’d be able to get a lot closer to shore than I’d originally thought, but with the speed we were still traveling, I wanted us to drop into some relatively deep water.

      At about a couple hundred yards off shore and maybe seventy or a hundred feet above the water, I started pulling on the toggles in a way that would flare the chute, in essence, put on the brakes. It helped, but we were still really heavy and falling way too fast.

      I warned Annie that I was going to let her go, and then pulled the tab on the fat-guy seat belt extension that I’d pirated from the plane to use as a fastener between the two of us. We instantly separated, and she plummeted toward the water. A moment later I pulled on the cutaway handle on the right side of my vest, which instantly separated me from the chute. Funny how I thought I’d been falling quickly before. The sudden burst of downward acceleration almost made me choke on my tongue. It had to be done, though. I didn’t think it would be wise to splash down into the ocean with all of these ropes and lines tangling about me.

      Free from the chute, I only experienced the sensation of free fall for a moment before that sensation was replaced with another one—pain. I had somehow managed to belly flop into the warm ocean water and had the air knocked right out of me. Now, beneath the surface of the water, I quickly figured out which way was up, kicked my feet, pulled at the sea with my arms, and came up spluttering.

      “Alden!” I heard Annie calling as I gulped in my first big breath of air . . . and some water.

      “Hey,” I called out, coughing and not yet seeing where she was.

      “I’m over here,” she said, her voice coming from directly behind me.

      I spun around to see her head bopping up and down atop the gentle undulation of the water and took a few strokes over to her.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” she replied, looking surprisingly calm for someone who had just fallen nearly forty thousand feet. “You?” she asked.

      “I’m good,” I replied, wondering why my face seemed to sting, then realizing that my spectacular belly flop had caused the ocean to basically slap me right in the face. That was going to leave a mark.

      Looking past her, I could see that we were only about a hundred yards from shore.

      “Can you make it?” I asked her.

      “Yeah, but I think I gotta ditch this dumb hoodie.”

      She wriggled out of the souvenir shirt and let it sit there in the water next to her.

      “You want me to grab it and—”

      “No, thanks,” she replied, cutting me off.

      Right. She kinda hated the thing in the first place. Looked like this would be its final resting place, a watery grave.

      My own shirt, while nicer in appearance, and I’m sure far more expensive, was also not going to be very easy to swim in. Pretty sure if I took one more stroke in the thing, I’d either rip off half the buttons or just tear it apart at the armpits. I removed the backpack I was wearing and let it float next to me, then began to undo every button of the shirt. I peeled off the tapered garment and, unlike Annie, kept a hold of it for later use.

      Grabbing hold of the pack I’d just let go of, I unzipped a side pocket and removed a much smaller bag that contained both of our PCDs and Shadez. I didn’t think I’d need the big pack any more, plus, I really didn’t wanna swim with it, so I just let that go and started swimming.

      After only about thirty yards I looked toward the shore and saw that a couple people were standing right at the edge of the beach and pointing at us. A few more yards of us swimming in their direction and I was able to see that they were pointing either video cameras or PCDs at us.

      “Crap,” I said out loud. “Annie!”

      She couldn’t hear me over her ungraceful splash-style swimming.

      “Annie!” I called again.

      “What?” she said, looking annoyed that I had to interrupt her stroke.

      “People,” I said, pointing to the shore.

      “So?”

      I opened up the little baggie with our Shadez in them and told her to put hers on.

      I was pretty sure that all of the water being splashed all around us was going to make it very difficult for any facial recognition software to work, but the closer we got to those cameras, the more I knew we’d need to have their masking technology in place.

      “Ah, crap,” I said.

      “What now?” she asked, getting annoyed.

      “One of my lenses popped out,” I said, after putting on my Shadez and realizing that only half the world was darker than before I’d donned the glasses.

      “Do they still work as facial recognition scrambles?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” I said. “The technology is in the arm of the glasses, but—”

      “Then shut up and start swimming,” she interrupted as she splashed on ahead of me.

      The closer we got to shore, the more people were gathering, apparently waiting to intercept us upon arrival. Being of the swim trunk and bikini-wearing variety of person, I didn’t think that any of these people were members of local law enforcement.

      “Miss your landing spot?” one of the men in the crowd called out as Annie and I made it to water shallow enough that we could stand and start wading our way into shore.

      “Yeah,” Annie replied before I could think of a response. “Smart Guy over here promises to take me for my first tandem dive and dumps us in the water instead of on the beach he’d promised me.”

      She said all this with a smile and a laugh that caused not a few people in the crowd to join in on the laughter, with a couple more of them adding in, “Way to go” and “Good job, buddy.”

      I was a little embarrassed, but it was obviously a much better story than the truth.

      Having had their fun, the crowd dispersed, and I was sure at least one of them was going to post the video they just captured online. Asking them not to do it would have made them want to do it even more, so I just let it happen but knew that we had to come up with a plan for getting off this little island fast.
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      In speaking to someone on the beach, Annie learned that we’d apparently landed on Vaca Key. I wasn’t fluent in Spanish, but I knew a few words here and there, and, of course, how to order a beer and ask where the bathroom was, but I did know that vaca meant cow, and that seemed like a really weird name for an island to me. Then again, I think there’s a place in Florida called Boca Raton, which someone once told me means “Rat’s Mouth.” So . . . there is that.

      Anyway, we needed to get off of Cow Island pretty fast. I’m fairly certain that Captain George would have relayed the exact moment we ditched out of the plane to whoever had been telling him to turn around, so the people looking for us would obviously have a pretty good idea of where they should start their search. If the video of us parachuting down into the water didn’t just get sent in a message from one friend to another and instead got posted for anyone to see on the World Wide Web, well, we needed to find a fast boat out of here sooner rather than later.

      As we walked up off the beach and toward what I hoped was a road, I asked a woman passing by, “Hey, do you know where the nearest boatyard is?”

      She shook her head and kept on walking.

      “Boatyard?” I asked, turning to Annie. “Is that what you call it?”

      “No,” she said. “I think it’s called a marina.”

      “Oh, right. Hey,” I said to the next man who came walking past us in a big Hawaiian shirt and brown leather sandals. “You know where the nearest marina is?”

      “They have a glass-bottom boat tour just up the way a little bit,” he said, waving a meaty hand in the general direction of the shoreline.

      “Thanks,” I replied, trying to sound genuine in my appreciation, despite the fact that his information was pretty useless.

      “I think we just need to ask a local,” Annie said. “These tourists aren’t very helpful.”

      “Is that a thing?” I asked. “Do they actually have locals here, or is everyone just on vacation?”

      “I’d assume some people have to live here,” she replied.

      A thought came unbidden into my mind that I should probably take a minute to switch the identities on our PCDs again. It was Jake Kline and Sophia Bowers who had purchased the tickets for the airplane we’d just bailed out of, so it was a safe bet that those names would be popping up on any of the police dragnets, along with Alden Heath and Annie Crown. I quickly explained to Annie what I wanted to do and asked for her PCD. Within just a couple of minutes, we were Randy James and Melissa Gray. This was now the second time that I’d done this, but it struck me all over again how insanely easy it was to steal an identity, if you had the know-how. I mean, that was literally one of the main reasons these things were invented. They were supposed to make this exact kind of thing impossible. I guess it really shouldn’t be all that surprising. I bet that the “people in the know” did this sort of thing all the time. All of us peons, selling our skills, wiping our brains, using our real identities, and playing by the rules, while the people at the top got to do whatever they wanted, when they wanted to, and to whomever they wanted to do it. Just thinking about it made me angry and helped fuel my desire to expose the STU Corporation for the slime balls they were.

      “Done,” I said, handing Annie back her PCD. “You’re Melissa, and I’m Randy.”

      “Who are these people, anyway?” Annie asked.

      “Well, they’re us,” I replied.

      “No,” she said. “I mean, who are they, really?”

      “From what I can tell, and it’s just a bit of an educated guess at this point, they look to be the Identities of people who are within a find friends range of the PCD. By following the right sequence of commands, I’m able to find their devices and clone all of their identifiers onto our devices.”

      “So Melissa and Randy are actual real people who are probably here on this island somewhere?” Annie asked.

      “Probably,” I replied. “This island or maybe the next one over, depending on how close it is and depending on what the range of the PCD is.”

      “That’s weird,” she said, giving a quick little headshake.

      I looked up to notice that the little beach path we had been walking upon had come to an end, and we’d found ourselves on one side of a skinny little road with no homes, businesses, or building of any kind in sight.

      “Great,” I muttered.

      “Which way?” Annie asked, and I just picked a direction and started walking.

      A couple minutes up the road, we found a ramshackle wooden structure that vaguely resembled what you might call a beach hut, but it also resembled a pile of wood and nails. In the little parking lot out front there was a motorcycle and a pickup truck that had almost as much rust on the bed as it did metal. A little plastic sign above the door of the place said BEER.

      “What is this place?” Annie asked me, seeming slightly skeeved out.

      “Not sure,” I replied. “But they apparently have beer.”

      Beer sounded good. It actually sounded really good. Now that the idea of beer had popped into my head, I was actually thinking that maybe like eight of them sounded pretty good.

      “You can have two,” Annie said, apparently reading my mind.

      “Thanks, Mom,” I said sarcastically.

      “When we’re not running from the law, you can have as many as you like. And I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry.”

      The idea of food did also sound pretty good, so, after finding a nice sunny spot to stand in and dry off a little bit, I put my shirt back on and entered the Beer Shack. The place didn’t actually seem to have a front door, just an opening where a door should have been. Inside, it was dark, kind of sweaty, and mostly empty except for a few bar stools scattered along a bar on the far wall opposite where we’d just come in. Annie and I each grabbed a stool and were surprised when a man who had previously been obscured by a shadow at the far end of the bar spoke up.

      “Nice glasses,” said the sun-dyed man, who was wearing a yellow wife beater tee that I’m sure at one point in ancient history used to be white as he looked at my face.

      “Oh crap,” I muttered out loud, remembering that one of the lenses to my Shadez had popped off during our flight back to Earth.

      I dug into the little bag that had contained the PCDs and glasses and found the lens on the bottom. I took it out, wiped it on my mostly dry shirt, and popped it back into the frame.

      Without expression, Mr. Dirty Shirt asked us, “What’ll it be?”

      I’m guessing he was the bartender.

      “Beer,” I said at the same moment Annie said, “Food.”

      “Both,” Annie added.

      Mr. Dirty Shirt tossed one laminated menu down on the bar between the two of us. As I reached to pick it up, I kind of had to peel it off the top of the bar. It was sticky, just like everything else in here, and since there was only one, I had to hold it up so that both of us could see it. I tried not to laugh, and Annie looked like she was just about ready to get up and leave because the entire food menu consisted of only four things:

      

      
        
        Hamburger

        Cheeseburger

        Hot Dog

        Chips

      

      

      

      “And we’re out of cheese,” Mr. Dirty Shirt said as he turned to walk down to the other end of the bar. As I watched him make his way in that direction, I realized that the weird shadows in this place had actually been obscuring yet another man. This one had been sitting quietly on the customer side of the bar just like us, and while I couldn’t see his face because he was turned mostly away from us, I could see that he was wearing an old, ripped pair of jeans, a loose-fitting black T-shirt and had long, scraggly dark hair flecked with gray. I was literally sitting there staring at him, trying to figure out if he was the owner of the pickup truck or the motorcycle I’d seen out in the lot when it dawned on me that I should probably stop staring at him like a weirdo and maybe actually try to say something.

      “Hey,” was my opening gambit.

      He didn’t respond.

      “What’s good here?” I asked, kind of half-joking because, you know, the menu was so insanely small.

      “I’m busy,” he responded in a low growl of a voice.

      “Oh?” I said,  for some reason being incapable of taking a hint.

      “Yeah,” he said, turning his head in my direction for the first time. “Playing Keno.”

      There was no Keno in here. There wasn’t even a single screen, and as far as I could tell, he wasn’t even on his PCD.

      “Okay, then,” I said mostly to myself, then turned my attention back to the bartender. “So what do you have on tap?” I asked him.

      Without responding, he bent down beneath the bar and pulled up a big blue-and-white cooler.

      A cooler?

      He opened the top and tilted the whole thing my way so I could see inside. I didn’t exactly feel like it would be cool for me to start rummaging around in the thing looking for a bottle I recognized, let alone liked, so I just plunged my hand in and grabbed the first bottle I could find amongst the ice and water. As I did, the label fell right off of it, probably because most of the ice had melted long ago, and it had just been sitting there soaking in a cooler full of water for God knows how long.

      “You?” Mr. Dirty Shirt said, angling the cooler toward Annie.

      “I’ll just take a water,” she replied.

      “Don’t got any,” came the reply.

      “Okay, then,” Annie said, reaching her hand in and grabbing a bottle with a label. Didn’t help. I’d never heard of it before.

      “And food?” Mr. Dirty Shirt asked.

      “Burger,” I said.

      “Same,” Annie added.

      Thankfully, the bartender turned to a refrigerator behind him and reached into the freezer section to pull out two pre-packaged patties.

      Wait, if he had a refrigerator, why the heck was the beer in a cooler?

      I could tell it was taking all of Annie’s self-control not to run screaming out of this place. We really didn’t have the time to go looking for something else, and I knew that was the only reason she was still attached to her stool. Plus, I was pretty sure we’d found ourselves a local.

      “You know where the nearest marina is?” I asked.

      “For what?” Mr. Dirty Shirt replied, holding both of our frozen burger patties in his bare hands.

      “Looking to buy a boat,” I said.

      He turned around and opened the door behind him that looked like it led outside.

      I gave Annie a very confused look as he turned and walked out the door without saying a word.

      “What kind?” I heard him ask from out back.

      “A, uh, seaworthy one, I guess. We’re looking to take a trip,” I called to him through the door.

      I heard the sound of a grill being scraped and then smelled lighter fluid.

      A few seconds later he walked back in and asked, “Where to?”

      “Not sure yet,” I replied, at the same instant Annie said, “Colombia.”

      Oh no.

      I tried not to look upset with her, but telling anyone where we were going was not smart, which seemed like a fact I wouldn’t have to specify to her, after all we had already been through.

      Mr. Dirty Shirt didn’t so much as bat an eye, but Biker Guy—I’d decided the guy at the other end of the bar was the one who owned the motorcycle—actually turned his head to look at us.

      “Colombia,” the bartender said flatly as he turned back around to walk out the back door again.

      “It’s just a thought,” I said to him, trying to sound nonchalant as I heard him working the grill.

      Biker Guy returned his gaze to nowhere in particular but eventually did pull a PCD out of his pocket and started messing with it. The paranoid part of my brain had a little panic attack thinking that he somehow knew who we were and was telling the police where we were, while the rational part of my brain told me this guy didn’t exactly look like the kind who would be phoning in helpful tips to the police. Meanwhile, the primal part of my brain was telling me I was really hungry, and even if this guy was going to report us, I was still going to eat a hamburger before I made a mad dash out of here.

      Annie paid Biker Guy no mind and presently stood up on her stool, reached over the bar, and started to fish around for something that was apparently just out of sight. After a moment she pulled her arm back, holding a bottle opener.

      Oh yeah, the beer.

      She popped hers, then mine, and the two of us took a couple small, tentative sips. Then, deciding that the beers were not completely skunked, we tilted them back with a little more vigor.

      Eventually, Mr. Dirty Shirt came back in with two burgers on one paper plate.

      “Help yourself,” he said, nodding to the bottle opener Annie had left on top of the bar.

      “Sorry,” I said as I swallowed my last gulp of warm beer.

      “Another?” he asked as he nodded to my empty bottled and put the paper plate down between the two of us.

      “Sure,” I responded.

      Annie picked up her burger and gave me a look. Her eyes were asking, “Are you sure this is safe?”. In reply, I grabbed my burger and took a big, meaty bite. I was starving, and it had been frozen, right? Frozen beef stays good for, I don’t know, forever? I wasn’t sure.

      Mr. Dirty Shirt opened up the cooler and took out a beer of his choosing for me. Maybe it was the same as the last one. Maybe not, I couldn’t really tell. He popped the top and said, “There’s only one marina on the island. The Vaca Docks, and it’s up the road about a mile or so.”

      “Just the one?” Annie asked between dainty nibbles of her burger.

      “Tiny island,” the bartender said in response.

      I finished my burger, and Annie finished about as much as she was going to eat of hers, and I thought about staying for another beer, or maybe just to see if my stomach was going to revolt against this food, but realizing that this place apparently didn’t even have a bathroom anyway, it seemed kind of pointless.

      “How much?” I asked Mr. Dirty Shirt.

      “Fifty bucks,” he replied without missing a beat.

      Really? Three beers and two frozen patty burgers added up to  fifty bucks? Whatever. I took out my PCD and held it out for a moment, waiting for him to hold his out so I could do the transfer.

      He sighed, walked out from behind the bar, and disappeared out the front entrance. A moment later, I heard a squeaky door open, then slam shut.

      “Ha,” I said quietly.

      “What?” Annie asked.

      “I knew the truck was his.”

      She shook her head at me.

      Mr. Dirty Shirt walked back in, held out his PCD, let me do the transfer, and then walked back behind the bar.

      And that seemed to be it for the conversation, as Mr. Dirty Shirt just stood there looking at us, and Biker Guy had returned to staring at the wall. Annie and I got up and walked toward the doorless opening in front.

      “This way?” I asked, pointing left.

      “That way,” Mr. Dirty Shirt replied, pointing in the other direction. The direction we’d just come from. Figured.
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      The beach on this little island was gorgeous. It was filled with that soft white sand that makes you feel like you’re walking on silk. The fronds of the palm trees looked like they’d been set to swaying in a perfect rhythm you might only otherwise see in some animated kids’ movie. From the start of the beach to the edge of the clear blue-green water, this place was a paradise. Everything on the interior of the island, though, as evidenced by the Beer Shack we’d just been at, was gross. The road we were walking along now, if you wanted to call it a road, had probably been paved once about a hundred years ago, and had been left to bake, crack, and crumble under the Florida sun for the rest of its existence. The handful of homes we passed along the way looked more like something you’d see on a TV infomercial full of little kids who “need your help.” I remembered hearing something on some TV show a little while back about the coastal property value of the Keys tanking, due to the fact that water levels were rising, and most of the coastal property today would be the underwater nothing of tomorrow. I hadn’t really thought about how that would impact the local area until I was seeing it for myself right now.

      “Ah! Another one!” Annie chirped.

      Oh, and there was that too. Mosquitoes the size of gumballs kept popping up, and with teeth like Doberman Pinschers. Wait, do mosquitoes even have teeth?

      “There it is,” Annie said, pointing a finger ahead of us.

      The road we’d been following had caused us to cut inland a little bit, the reason for our unscenic tour, but as we were angling back out toward the water, the marina was now in sight. From behind, I heard the roar of a motorcycle on the road. I turned my head, slapped at a mosquito that had attached itself to the back of my neck, and saw what I was pretty sure to be Biker Guy zooming past us at about a hundred miles an hour. Giving myself a little whiplash in following his path past us, I saw him slow down and pull into the parking lot of the marina just ahead.

      Vaca Docks, the sign said. As we walked into the parking lot, I could see that it was most definitely Biker Guy’s ride sitting in one of the spaces, but he obviously hadn’t felt like hanging around out front to give us another one of his fine greetings.

      “Well, they do have a lot of boats,” Annie said, as we got close enough to see a number of different water craft both tied up to the docks and set out of the water up on trailers.

      “Do you have any idea what we should be asking about?” she asked me.

      “I, uh, hmm. No,  I don’t,” I admitted.

      I remembered that when Mr. Dirty Shirt had asked what I was looking for, I had said something like “seaworthy,” which in retrospect was pretty stupid. I had meant to convey the fact that we wanted something that could travel long distances over the sea, but since every boat was obviously meant to be in the water, I’m guessing that “seaworthy” didn’t help explain anything other than the fact that I had no idea what I was looking for or talking about.

      “Give me a minute,” I said. I decided to try to alleviate my ignorance toward water craft by doing a quick online search.

      Small or medium boats that can travel great distances, was the query I thought-commanded into my PCD.

      After just a couple minutes’ worth of reading, I decided that what we needed to look for was a “mid-sized distance vessel.” Most boats designed to travel a thousand miles or more ran on a combination of gasoline and solar power. Solar technology had come a decent way in the past few years, but even the little solar-powered land vehicles that had been coming onto the market lately still had restriction on them to the point that they were basically being treated like street legal golf carts. They just didn’t have enough juice to let them keep up with the fossil fuel vehicles, and certainly not the Mag Cars. I think the fastest any of those little solar cars could go was like twenty-five miles per hour. Similarly, a boat run solely on solar power might as well be powered by a galley full of dudes with oars. It wouldn’t cost you a dime in fuel, but it would take forever to get where you were going. The solar/gas hybrid distance vehicles could travel at much quicker speeds and, using the energy collected from the sun, it would make it so the gas didn’t have to do all the work and allow the boat to travel farther on one single fill-up.

      “Mid-sized distance vessel,” I said out loud and showed Annie some image results that had come up on my PCD. She would be doing all of the talking. I wasn’t awesome with new people, and I was flat out horrible at negotiating. Annie was good at both of those things and also seemed to really enjoy shopping, no matter what it was that she was buying.

      We walked through the dirt and sand parking lot, past Biker Guy’s bike, and entered through the main door of the marina.

      I laughed out loud, Annie didn’t ask why, but it was because this place did actually have a door on it. Improvement, I thought, though I kept that to myself.

      “Hello?” Annie called out as we entered the large, open structure.

      It was a tall room, maybe about twenty feet high. Half of it was filled with random little boat parts, and the other half was set with a long desk strewn with papers that were, even as we stood there watching, flying off the desk and landing on the wood floor due to the breeze coming in from the large, open double doors set in the wall opposite the entrance.

      “Hello?” she called out again.

      Didn’t seem like anyone was there, so we walked toward the big double doors and out onto the main dock.

      “Hey,” a voice suddenly said, scaring the crap out of me.

      Some dude was sitting down on the dock just outside the door. He was holding a pair of sunglasses in his hands that were connected to his neck by a thick, lime green, rubbery-looking leash. He was polishing the glasses with his shirt, and after breathing heavily on the glasses one more time and polishing off the breath-mist, he stood up to greet us.

      “Vaca Tony,” he said.

      “Huh?” I replied, shaking his insanely calloused hand.

      “Everyone calls me Vaca Tony,” he said by way of explanation.

      Great. I finally get a guy’s name, and it’s some goofy nickname.

      “Melissa,” Annie said, filling my moment of dumb silence. “And this is Randy.”

      “Good to meet ya,” Vaca Tony replied.

      I wondered for a minute if that would be like me calling myself New York Alden and decided it would be, then decided that would be dumb.

      “You guys looking to take a trip?” he asked.

      That was weird. Why would he assume that right off the bat? Why didn’t he just ask if we were interested in a boat?

      He stammered a bit, looked over at a couple of boats tied up at the end of the dock, and said, “A, uh, sunset trip? Little tour of the island? We offer guided tours and boats for the day.”

      Oh. That makes sense . . . I guess.

      “No,” Annie replied. “We’re actually looking to buy a boat. Do you sell them here or just rent them?”

      “Both,” the man said, with the same kind of grin I’d see on Brandon’s face whenever he would talk about a big sale he’d made at Adventure Plus skills.

      “You two just buy a place here on the Island?” he asked.

      “No,” Annie replied. “We live up in Miami. Both of my parents recently died.”

      Where the heck was she going with this?

      “I hadn’t actually seen them in years, but they had a rather sizable life insurance policy, and as their only daughter, all the money went to me.”

      “I’m, uh, sorry for your loss,” Vaca Tony said, obviously feeling like that’s probably what he was supposed to say at this point in the story.

      “Anyway,” Annie said, shaking off the melancholy she’d been feigning a moment earlier. “Randy and I have always wanted to do some traveling, but I just hate planes, you know?”

      Vaca Tony nodded, the smile returning to his face, as he could now see where this was going.

      “So we’re looking for a boat that can take us places. You know, a mid-size distance vessel or something like that.”

      Hey, I thought, impressed despite myself. That was a pretty good story. Started a little weird, but got good.

      “Nothing like that up in Miami?” Vaca Tony asked dubiously.

      “Oh, definitely,” Annie replied without missing a beat. “But we’re here now and just wanted to continue the adventure south if we could. Didn’t really wanna head back home just yet if we could avoid it.”

      “How far south?” Vaca Tony asked.

      “Not sure,” Annie replied, looking at me as if she deserved a cookie for not blurting out “Colombia” this time.

      Vaca Tony looked back over at the boats he’d glanced at before, and it was only then that I realized Biker Guy didn’t seem to be anywhere in sight.

      Where was he, and what did Vaca Tony keep looking at? This newfound paranoia of mine was extremely annoying.

      He removed his glasses, let them hang from their leash, and started to polish them with his shirt again.

      “People aren’t usually in the market for boats like that around here,” he said. “We’ve got more of the shorter-range recreational types of boats. You’ll probably have to head back up to the mainland for something like that. That or, well . . .” He paused dramatically. “I know a couple of places that specialize in boats just like that down in Cuba.”

      “Cuba?” I asked, both annoyed and dismayed.

      Cuba and the United States had an on-again/off-again relationship going back, well, forever. It was currently on again, but . . . you know.

      “And do you have a suggestion as to how we might be able to get down to Cuba?” Annie asked.

      “Of course,” Vaca Tony said with his trademark smile.

      Yeah. Of course. I was half expecting him to try to sell us one of, if not the, crappiest boat he had for an exorbitant price, when he cut off my pessimism by saying, “We run private tours down there all the time.”

      “Oh,” I said out loud, looking to Annie to see what she thought of this idea.

      “Yeah?” she said, looking to get at least a little more information.

      “I had actually just been sitting on the dock waiting for the boat to return when you guys arrived,” he said. “My brother runs the tour on a Domanzi 33. We could have you there in just about six hours.”

      My eyebrows inadvertently crept up to my hairline. That seemed fast.

      “How much?” Annie asked, waiting for the sunburned salesman to sink his hook.

      “Well, normally we try to wait for six or more people at a time, but—”

      I kind of tuned out of the conversation, instead searching on my PCD for what a Domanzi 33 was.

      “Whoa,” I said out loud inadvertently, which apparently interrupted the haggling, but they got back to it presently.

      As they did, I looked back down at my PCD and saw that the Domanzi 33 was actually the exact type of boat we had been looking for, but bigger and faster than I was expecting. It was a solar-gas hybrid that could go up to fifteen hundred miles on one fill-up at a sustained fifty miles per hour. The price tag? Just north of four hundred thousand dollars.

      “Whoa,” I said again, earning looks from both Annie and Vaca Tony.

      How the heck did Vaca Tony and his rundown marina afford a boat like that?

      “Deal,” I heard him say as he stuck out his hand to shake Annie’s.

      The haggling wasn’t really necessary, but was more believable and less conspicuous than us just showing up and offering to pay whatever the asking price was. Tourists were generally dumb, but, there was looking like a tourist, and then there was looking like two people who were on the run from the law. We were really hoping to look like the former.

      I heard the rumble of big boat engines emerging from around the corner of the small bay. Something was definitely tickling my senses about this whole thing seeming a little . . . off. I decided that if the boat pulled up and it was Biker Guy at the helm, we were getting out of here.
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      Thank the Lord that as the boat came closer I saw that it was not Biker Guy who was at the helm. It was instead a man who did indeed look quite a bit like Vaca Tony, except for the fact that where Vaca Tony had short, gray hair, this man had long, messy brown hair that was blowing in the breeze.

      “Kevin!” Tony yelled to his brother as he raised a hand in greeting.

      I’m pretty sure there was no way Kevin heard his brother calling his name. The engines were insanely loud.

      Kevin returned the wave, though, and steered the boat in toward an open spot at the end of the dock, then cut the thunderously loud engines and drifted the rest of the way in.

      We followed Vaca Tony out to the end of the dock and watched as Kevin tossed him some ropes that he tied up to the deck.

      “These them?” Kevin asked as he jumped the three or so feet from the side of the boat down to the dock.

      “Yup,” Vaca Tony replied.

      “How’d you know we were waiting here for you?” I asked, my suspicion starting to return.

      Kevin reached into his pocket and pulled out a PCD by way of explanation.

      “Oh,” I said.

      Right. Vaca Tony had obviously thought-commanded a message to his brother about us being here.

      Normally, I would never in a million years be hopping onto a speed boat with the brother of a guy named Vaca Tony, departing from some random Florida Key named after a cow bound for an island nation that, depending on the time in history, was either completely illegal to go to or not. However, circumstances being what they were, a fast boat out of the country seemed exactly like what we needed. Not only were the people at the STU Corporation after us. Not only were they willing to kill to contain the information I had in my head. Not only were our faces all over local New York TV for armed robbery and quite likely for the murder of those STU people Frank had shot, but by now, the authorities probably had a really good idea as to where Annie and I had landed after jumping out of the plane. Add that all together, and we pretty much just needed to get out of here, fast.

      Even having taken the time to eat our burgers and beer seemed a little crazy in retrospect, but I had been hungry, and also very new at being on the run.

      “Pleased to meet ya both,” Kevin said, extending his hand to me.

      “Randy,” I said, shaking his wet palm. I assumed it was sea spray soaking his skin and not a gross amount of sweat. “This is my girlfriend, Melissa.”

      “Kevin,” he said, as he reached to shake Annie’s hand. “When are you guys looking to head out?”

      “Vaca Tony said we could make it in under six hours,” I said, half stating the information we’d been given and half looking for confirmation.

      Kevin nodded the affirmation.

      “If we got going soon, I was kinda thinking, or hoping, we could get down there this evening before nightfall.”

      Kevin gave the briefest hint of a sigh but recovered quickly to say, “Well, I’m literally just getting back from a trip to Cuba right now. Happy to head back out again, but I need about a half hour or so to maybe grab a bite and take care of a couple other things, if that’s okay with you.”

      “Of course,” Annie said. “So long as you don’t think you’ll be too tired to drive us the whole way there. We don’t want to be too pushy.”

      Kevin laughed, and Vaca Tony joined him in the chuckle.

      “Not much driving for me to do, Ms. Melissa. This girl’s complete with GPS auto-nav,” he said, gesturing toward the boat. “She’d take ya there all by herself once I plug in the destination. Only thing I’ll really be doing is docking her.”

      “And making sure your guests have a nice comfortable trip,” Vaca Tony chimed in.

      “Of course,” Kevin said with a playful grin intended for his brother. “So, just hang tight and we’ll be on our way in thirty minutes or so. I promise, The Runner will getcha there to see a Cuban sunset, guaranteed.”

      “The Runner?” I asked.

      “That’s the name of the boat,” Kevin responded.

      Annie and I exchanged a quick look and were both obviously thinking the same thing.

      “That’s a little on the nose,” she said quietly enough so that only I could hear her.

      An expensive boat meant to cover long distances at high speeds running from a random Florida Key down to Cuba? And they named it The Runner? If I had another option, I’d be taking it. Unfortunately, we didn’t.

      Kevin and Vaca Tony walked back up the dock toward the marina’s one building. Annie spotted a small patch of beach just off to one side of the marina docks, and she suggested we could go and sit there for a little while as we waited for Kevin. Just because we were on the run from a murderous corporation and the US government didn’t mean we couldn’t enjoy putting our butts in the sand and having the Atlantic lap at our toes for a little while, right? I marked the time on my PCD, and we made our way over to the patch of sand. My sneakers had never really had time to fully dry out since the time we splashed down, so I took the opportunity to take them off and put them out in the sun on the beach. I rolled up my jeans a little bit, because I refused to wear skinny jeans, and I was thus able to do so, and sat down next to Annie, letting the water come up and lap at our feet. There was so much to say and, at the same time, nothing really to say about any of it. We held hands and, for the life of me, I couldn’t think of a single way to start a conversation, but Annie, as always, knew exactly what to say.

      “I love you,” she said.

      “I love you too.”

      She gave me a kiss, then leaned into me as I wrapped my arm around her and supported her head on my shoulder.

      A little more than half an hour passed, and I heard Kevin calling our names from the dock. He was carrying a couple canvas bags, making his way down the dock to The Runner and waving for us to follow. I’d be lying if I said at least a tiny little part of my brain didn’t think those beach-bag looking things he was carrying weren’t stuffed with cocaine, but then again, wouldn’t the drugs be going to America from Cuba and not the other way around? I don’t know. I’d never even had to consider stuff like this before. My life had obviously become very strange.

      We jogged off the beach. I had picked up my shoes but didn’t put them on yet, and we caught up to Kevin at the end of the dock. When we got there, he reached into one of the canvas bags and tossed me a pouch of crinkle cut potato chips.

      “Snack?” he asked. “I brought enough stuff to stock up our entire little kitchen.”

      Oh. That makes sense.

      “Sure,” I said. “Thanks.”

      I tore open my bag of chips, offered the first handful to Annie, and the two of us followed Kevin up over the rail of the boat and onto its back deck.

      Now that I was on board and really able to check it out, I could see that The Runner was a pretty amazing vessel. It was mostly light gray in color and had solar panels running all around the upper part of the hull and had another ring of them around the entire edge of the deck of the boat. These were all tilted up at a slight angle, which cut down on the deck space you could walk on, but seeing as how this thing was clearly built for speed and distance, the sacrifice of a little space wasn’t all that surprising. The back part of the boat, the part we’d gotten onto from the dock, didn’t have much to it besides a couple large white boxes set against the stern.

      I assumed those big boxes covered up fuel tanks, but they could have been full of rum or chimpanzees for all I knew. It didn’t really seem important, so I didn’t ask. A ladder opposite those tanks led up one level, which is where we’d seen Kevin standing on his way into the marina. That was obviously where you drove the boat from. On either side of that ladder were steps leading down and toward the front of the boat. Peering down that way, I could see that there was a small seating area, a kitchen beyond that, and some other space just beyond that, which I couldn’t quite make out from here. It struck me that the décor of this boat was almost exactly the same as what we’d seen on the private jet. They both had white leather furniture and a bluish rug with silver accents. It made me start to wonder if all rich people had the exact same taste in decorating, or if their designers were all just really lazy.

      “Let me just put this food in the kitchen, and we’ll be on our way,” Kevin said as he passed by us, walking down the steps toward the area of the boat I’d just been peering into.

      “Can we come down?” Annie asked as he finished descending the steps.

      “Of course. Of course,” Kevin said with a big smile. “Mi barco es tu barco.”

      Huh?

      “It means my boat is your boat,” he said by way of clarification. “You guys don’t know any Spanish?”

      “No,” I said. “Not Really. Why?”

      “Nothin’, just, Tony told me you guys were looking to buy a boat down there. Might be a little tough to get what you want at the price you want if you don’t speak the language.”

      “They don’t all speak English in Cuba?” Annie asked.

      “They might,” Kevin said with a smile that only touched half his face. “But you not knowing the language will automatically make them jack up the price on ya.”

      I was just about to open my mouth to say we didn’t care about the price, but everybody cares about money. Everybody, I suppose, except for two people who are on a desperate flight from people trying to kill them. So instead I said, “What do you suggest?”

      “I buy boats in Cuba all the time,” he said. “You tell me what you’re looking for, and I’ll get you exactly what you want. I’ll make sure it’s a quality craft too, and not some thing that’ll break down as soon as you push off from the dock. You give me five hundred bucks, and I’ll negotiate you one hell of a deal that’ll save you ten times that number.”

      We really didn’t care about the savings, but the help with picking out a good boat actually did sound very helpful.

      “Deal,” I said and extended my hand to shake.

      Five hundred bucks to get something that wouldn’t sink halfway to Colombia? That was a good deal.

      Kevin shook my hand, finished putting the food and snacks into the little cabinets, then walked back up the stairs.

      “Before sundown!” he said, calling back to us as he climbed the little ladder up to where the controls were. “I guarantee it!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of the engines on this boat were deafening. When Kevin fired them up I thought that we’d been struck by lightning. In a strange way, that actually gave me some relief in regards to my earlier worries about this being a smuggling boat. No way in the world was this thing designed to be sneaking anything anywhere. It was way too loud, and you could hear it coming from a mile away.

      Fortunately for my eardrums, I realized after returning down to the little seating area, that if you closed both of the doors leading down into this spot, it got a lot quieter. Like, an amazing amount quieter. Annie had taken a seat on a little couch, and I was just about to join her so I could finally put my sneakers back on. As soon as I started to slip one on, I realized it was still very wet.

      “What are you doing?” Annie asked, as I stood back up and took a couple steps toward one of the doors I’d just closed.

      “I gotta dry these things off,” I said, holding both of my sneakers out in front of me.

      My plan was to go back up to the rear deck of the boat and find a rail or something I could tie my sneakers to, so the breeze might finally dry them out. Unfortunately, as soon as I opened the door, I noticed that the boat was kicking up a rather huge amount of spray and plumes of it were raining across the back deck.

      Well then, I thought,  half-dried shoes it is.

      Closing the door behind me, I walked back down into the seating area, tossed my sneakers on the ground, pulled out a little bag of popcorn that Kevin had put away in the kitchen, then sat down next to Annie on the little couch again. We talked mostly about our experience at the bizarre Beer Shack. The strange bartender, the stranger Biker Guy, and the strangest thing of all that being that incredibly, neither of us had gotten an upset stomach from eating those burgers. Annie started to say something about our skydive from the airplane, but I quickly and politely cut her off, pointing around at all the electronics in the room. This day and age, you never did know who could be listening to you.

      Instead, I thought-commanded my PCD to pair with the 3D TV screen in front of us on the couch and called up a travel site that was created for tourists visiting Cuba. I knew we wouldn’t have any time to actually do anything fun down there, but just for a minute, as we finally got to sit here with some real time to ourselves, it was nice to pretend for a little while that we were just two normal people going on a normal vacation.

      Eventually, Annie started to doze off. It was still early in the afternoon, but the day had been more exhausting than most, so I scooped her up and tried to walk her into one of the little sleeping cabins near the front of the boat.

      “Ow!”

      That was Annie. I kinda smacked her head off of a wall on my way out of this seating area. Turns out, it’s not so super easy to carry a girl in your arms while you’re in the belly of a boat traveling fifty miles per hour over relatively choppy seas. I put her down and tried to help her into one of the little beds, but she playfully pushed me away, saying I’d done enough for her already.

      I was tired, but I didn’t think I could sleep, so I grabbed a pair of wireless headphones that were on a little stand next to the TV and paired them to my PCD. They were noise-canceling, which was cool. The two doors separating us from the rear deck of the boat drowned out most of the noise from the engines, but not all of it. Only when I put the headphones on and activated their noise-canceling feature did I truly get to enjoy some real silence.

      Headphones on and PCD paired to the TV, I called up that special I’d been watching about the SS Olympus again and re-watched the whole thing. A number of times, the portable STU unit could be seen in the background of the video, and no one seemed to be anywhere near it. It was literally just sitting there out in the open. I really hoped that’s the way it actually was up there on a day-to-day basis and not just something that they were doing on TV to make it look extra chill. I watched those scenes again and again, trying to come up with some sort of a plan as to how I would be able to get close to the thing, but eventually, I had to give up because I just didn’t have enough information. I knew that watching a special on TV wasn’t going to be nearly as informative as actually being there.

      Once it was over, I turned off the special and, against my own better judgment, decided to flip on over to one of the local Florida or Florida Keys news channels. A part of me didn’t want to see it. If Annie and I were on the news yet again, I knew that it would be hard to watch, but staying ignorant wasn’t going to be the smart move here. As an old cartoon used to say, “knowing is half the battle,” so I started flipping around in search of some knowledge.

      The first channel I came across featured local Miami news. They were doing a story about a man who’d gotten drunk and jumped into a gator pit at a local gator farm. He had made it out alive and unharmed but was complaining to the reporter on the scene that the gator had made him spill his beer.

      The next channel had a story featuring a woman who was trying to steel vodka from a liquor store by hiding the pilfered bottles in a baby carriage . . . that the baby was sleeping in. The next channel, oh, there it was. Me again.

      The caption of the story said “FLIGHT from the law,” which I found to be decidedly very unclever, and had a picture of my face up on the screen next to Annie’s with some obvious stock footage of someone skydiving.

      “These are the same two people who allegedly shot and killed two Skill Donor Union officials just this morning up in New York City.”

      Well, at least they are saying allegedly, I thought wryly.

      “The pilot of the airplane they were trying to make their escape on says that only one parachute was used during their jump, and officials have been unable to confirm if they jumped together, or if only one of the suspects used a parachute while the other did not.”

      “What?” I said out loud, indignant. What were they saying? Did they think I just chucked Annie out of the plane and used a parachute for myself? Or maybe that she’d done that to me? Wow. That’s rough.

      “The flight had been bound for Bogota, Colombia, but the jump happened over the water somewhat near a number of the southernmost Florida Keys. Officials are asking for your help. If you spot either Alden Heath or Annie Crown, call this number.”

      They flashed a toll free number up on the screen, then went on to say that we could be using the names of Jake Kline and Sophia Bowers as well.

      Good thing I’d changed those names out after we’d landed on Vaca Key.

      The bulletin on us ended, and they quickly flashed to a story where a man with no pants on was running out of a local grocery store carrying a carton of milk, which he was splashing all over himself as he ran.

      Whoever was looking for us knew that we had been bound for Bogota. They also knew that we knew that they knew that. So, it might be safe to assume that there was no way in hell that we would keep on going to Bogota because we knew that they knew that that’s where we were going, right? So continuing on to Bogota was actually the safest place in the world to go. Unless, they knew that we knew that they knew and assuming that we’d think that them knowing would make it so we’d never actually go there actually made it so that we did go there instead.

      I don’t know. This was hurting my head.

      One thing I did know. True that they knew we were going to Bogota, but there was no chance that they knew we were trying to head to the Space Elevator. I mean, really, an enclosed box that contained thirty people, all of whom were stuck in said box together for a one-way non-deviating trip? That’s like the worst escape plan ever. We’d have to keep our eyes peeled once we got to Colombia, but I was deciding that there was almost no chance that they’d have anyone looking for us specifically at the Space Elevator. At least, that’s what I was hoping.

      Having given myself a rather instant headache thinking about all of this, I pulled off the headphones, unpaired my PCD from the screen, found my way into the little bedroom that Annie was asleep in, and slipped under the covers alongside her. The rising and falling of the boat as it darted across the sea was distracting and almost a little stomach-churning at first, but eventually, I fell into the rhythm of it and managed to drift off to sleep.
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      Funny how the absence of noise can be the thing that wakes you up sometimes. I’d become familiar with this phenomena when I’d gotten my very first apartment in New York City. Manhattan is noisy. Like, constantly noisy. I never really noticed it, until the very first night when I’d gotten my very first apartment on the corner of Fifty-fourth and Seventh. I’d climbed into my bed and had tried to fall asleep, but even though my apartment was on the thirteenth floor, I could still hear every single thing every person was saying down on the street as if they were somehow hovering right outside my window. I could hear the people going to the bars at midnight, leaving them at 4:00 AM and milling around looking for after parties even as the sun was trying to creep up over the skyline in the morning. The noise was constant, but before I knew it, I had grown used to it. After only a couple of weeks I noticed that instead of keeping me up, it was the noise that was helping me to fall asleep. Every once in a while, in the middle of the night, when there was one of those rare moments of complete and total silence, that would be the thing that woke me up. The same thing had just happened here in one of the sleeping cabins of this speedboat.

      “Annie,” I said, gently squeezing her arm a little bit. “Wake up. I think we’re here.”

      The constant drone and muted roar of the boat’s engines had suddenly stopped, and the rhythmic undulation of the craft had gone from alternating highs and lows in the water to a much more subtle feeling of bobbing.

      “Hey, guys,” came Kevin’s voice from a little speaker in the ceiling.

      Ha. I knew they had the ability to listen to us down here.

      “We’re here,” he said.

      I checked my PCD and saw that it was just a few minutes before 7:00 PM. I couldn’t remember the last time I had fallen asleep in the middle of the afternoon, but then again, I couldn’t ever remember having a day quite like this one. We climbed out of the bed, walked through the little kitchen and seating area, I put on my mostly dry shoes, and we went up the three little steps and out onto the main deck of the boat.

      “Oh, wow,” I said, taking in the view.

      Kevin had climbed down out of the captain’s area and was on this part of the boat talking to two men on a dock, who were holding some ropes Kevin had apparently tossed to them.

      It was gorgeous here. It was, as promised, just a few minutes before sunset, and these vibrant orange and purple colors seemed to be spooling off of the sun as it fell into the clear blue water off to our right.

      “Look at that,” Annie said, pointing at the beautiful scene.

      “Told ya,” Kevin said with a smile. “Just in time for sunset.”

      The two men on the dock were pulling our boat closer and closer toward their position with what looked to be very practiced hand-over-hand motions. As we got a little closer, Kevin scrambled up toward the front of the boat and threw some big rubber thingy over the side and asked me to do the same with one of them that was right next to me. It was a white, rounded cylindrical thing made of thick rubber and seemed to be filled with air. I watched Kevin throw his overboard, but instead of it falling into the water, it stopped short because it was tied to a little rail on the boat, which caused the rubber doohickey to just sit there on the side of the boat, just barely skimming the top of the water. I tossed mine just as Kevin had done with his, even though I literally had no clue as to why I’d done it until, as the two men finished pulling us into the dock, the boat gently bounced off of the rubber things once, then twice, and eventually came to rest alongside the dock.

      Oh. That’s smart, I thought, realizing that the things were basically little bumpers designed to prevent the sides of the boat from smashing into the dock repeatedly during docking and while being tied up.

      “Blabbidy blah blah blah blah blah,” said Kevin. He was obviously speaking Spanish, but since the word cerveza wasn’t in the sentence, I had no idea what he was saying.

      PCDs did have a form of translation software built into them, but it was basically useless when a native speaker was talking at a normal pace.

      One of the two men responded, saying something else I couldn’t understand, as the other man reached out to hold the boat as close to the dock as possible.

      “He’ll give you a hand onto the dock,” Kevin said, looking at Annie and gesturing toward one of the men.

      She took one step up onto a slightly raised level of the boat, bent down to grab the man’s hand, and leapt lightly down onto the dock. Kevin jumped down onto the dock from his perch near the front of the boat, and I followed Annie without help from either of the men, not that they’d been offering help to me anyway. The one who had helped Annie down was now tying a second rope near the front of the boat to the dock, and when that was done, the other man tied a second rope near the back of the boat to the dock.

      “Gracias,” Kevin said.

      I knew that one.

      He pulled his PCD out of his pocket and quickly passed it along the PCDs of the two expectant men. A tip, I was assuming.

      “So, listen,” Kevin said, turning back to Annie and me. “I got ya here before sunset as promised, but I reached out to my boat guy, and no one’s gonna be at the marina tonight.”

      As anxious as I was to keep on the move, I had expected this would probably be the case.

      He continued, “I’ve got a place I’m gonna spend the night, but the two of you might enjoy something a little more, I don’t know, touristy?”

      I thought about this for a second. Thought it might be nice to spend some of the money I had on something other than our getaway plan. I realized, though, where the tourists were is probably where you’d find a New Yorker or some residents of Miami who could have been watching some of their local news and might recognize Annie and me from the fact that our faces had been plastered all over the TV today.

      “We might just do a little exploring on our own first,” I replied, garnering a semi-confused look from Annie.

      “Suit yourself,” Kevin said with a shrug of his shoulders. “My guy’s an early riser, so don’t go crazy tonight. His place opens up promptly at 6:00 AM, so I’ll send you the address and a tether before then.”

      With a tip about what direction we might want to go if we were looking for food, Kevin went in the opposite direction, leaving Annie and me to make our own plans. I told her why we should probably stay away from the tourist traps, then suggested maybe we go get some new clothing. Getting her out of her NYC sweatpants might be wise, and I was kind of dying to find a shirt that was a little more comfortable and far less flashy than this silky thing from Trace I’d been stuck in all day.

      I’d never been to Cuba, and I was not entirely sure what I’d been imagining, but it struck me how immaculate everything was. I’d been to Miami a few times, and something about the air up there, and even down in the Keys, had a sort of, I don’t know, sweatiness to it. I felt like the whole area just had a bit of a film to it that you could never get off, no matter how much you scrubbed. Cuba had none of that.  The air was warm but crisp. The streets were swept from curb to curb, and only very rarely did I spot even the tiniest bit of trash on the sidewalks or on the road. As we walked away from the dock and toward some shops, I noticed that while none of the buildings looked new by any stretch of the imagination, they had all been very well maintained, and the paint on the buildings, while never overly fresh, was also never chipping or in very much disrepair.

      The first few stores that had clothing for sale in them were all of the tourist variety. Pretty much every article of clothing in them had the word “Cuba” printed all over them. The farther we got away from the water, though, the more functional and less touristy things started to look. I think we’d gone maybe six or seven blocks when I finally spotted a little shop with some shirts on a rack outside that looked like they could actually be worn as clothing as opposed to a banner that said: I was in Cuba.

      I wasn’t going to be super picky. I just wanted something loose that might breathe a little bit. To be honest, I’d kinda pitted out the Trace shirt. I mean, things had been a little bit stressful since I got the thing, so, can you blame a guy for being a little extra sweaty?

      I found a pretty basic black cotton T-shirt that had a little bit of texture to it, which made it look like it had almost been woven instead of spit out by some big machine in China. Always the fan of yoga pants, Annie found herself a pair of dark gray ones and a long-sleeved white shirt that tied up along her chest and flared out at the bottom of the sleeves. It was cute, and I was just about to pay for everything when I realized that I’d completely lost track of whether or not our current identities were still safe to use. I’d been Alden Heath for so long that I just wasn’t used to keeping track of what Jake Kline and Randy James were up to. Just to be safe, I decided it would be a good idea to change them up yet again.

      Working on my own identity first, I passed on a number of different Spanish-sounding names and eventually found the identity of Michael Tully. Annie gave me her PCD, and I was able to give her the identity of one Lindsay King.

      That done, I paid for our new clothing as Mr. Tully with my PCD, tossed the Trace shirt into the nearest trash can, which, to her credit, only earned me a mildly upset look from Annie, and put on my new cotton tee. Next, we set off in search of a place to get some food, and where hopefully, Annie would be able to use their restroom to change into her new outfit.

      As much as I really wanted to go sit with Annie at a little table for two with our feet in the sand and a view of the ocean alongside us, I had to keep reminding myself that we were on the run, and sightseeing was for people not being accused of any capital offenses. So, we wound our way through a few more streets until we found a little restaurant with a covered patio out front, from which we could hear nothing but Spanish being spoken. I knew this would make ordering our meal a little tricky, but the more Spanish, the fewer dumb tourists. Or so I hoped.

      “Salud,” a woman with flowers in her hair and a very colorful floral-patterned dress said to us as we approached the restaurant.

      “Hola,” Annie replied. She knew just about as much Spanish as I did but was at least willing to make an effort.

      “Blabbidy blah blah blah,” Flower Lady said, to which Annie just kind of nodded, then mimed using a fork or spoon to bring food to her mouth and tentatively asked, “Dinner?”

      Flower Lady laughed and said in an accent, “Ah, yes. Of course.”

      Oh, thank God. She spoke English.

      She showed us to a little table near the far right side on the outside edge of the patio and handed us two menus. I looked at one of them, which was written in all Spanish, and Flower Lady, obviously reading the concern and confusion on my face, said, “I can tell you what we have. Let me get you some agua first.”

      Ha. Agua. I knew that one too.

      She came back with a couple glasses of agua and started listing off some of the menu items.

      Unfortunately, they all kind of seemed to be in this sort of Spanish-English mix, and I was not getting the whole picture. As politely as I could, I interrupted her and asked if they had tacos.

      She smiled. It was definitely one of those you-dumb-American-you kind of smiles, but not in a mean way. She actually seemed amused by us.

      “Yes,” she said. “Chicken, beef, or pork?”

      “Beef,” I said.

      “And you?” she asked Annie.

      “Can I have the uh-row con poyo?” Annie asked bravely.

      I think that was the first thing Flower Lady had said, but I had no idea what it was.

      “Arroz con pollo?” Flower Lady asked, just double-checking.

      Annie nodded her reply, and Flower Lady said, “That’s rice with chicken. Good?”

      “Yes, please,” Annie replied. “Thank you.”

      No way Annie knew what that was before the lady told her.

      “Oh,” I said with a start, before Flower Lady got too far away. “And, uh, dos cervezas, por favor.”

      The woman laughed again, nodded, and continued back into the little restaurant.

      “Tacos?” Annie asked, laughing at me once Flower Lady had disappeared through the doorway.

      “Yeah, I don’t know,” I replied. “I had no clue what she was saying and just had to take a guess at something I thought might be on the menu.”

      I got the good old eye roll, and a minute later Flower Lady returned with a couple pint glasses full of beer. I realized that for the second time today, I would be drinking a beer of completely unknown type and brand. I was guessing that when the dumb American asked for a “cerveza,” they just brought out the cheapest one and would charge you for the most expensive one. That was fine with me, though. Well, it was fine with me tonight.

      Annie excused herself to go to the bathroom. I knew that word too. I think it was baño. I took the opportunity to grab my PCD and do a little search for nearby hotels. It was a little tricky, of course, because I had no GPS and needed to work with an actual map. First thing I needed to do was find out what town we were in. Fortunately, at the top of the menu Flower Lady had dropped off at our table, it said “Villa Clara” beneath the name of the restaurant, so I ventured a guess that was the name of the town. Sure enough, when I downloaded the map for Villa Clara, I was able to zoom in to street level view and find the restaurant we were at.

      Eventually, as Annie was making her way back to the table, I had managed to find three very unflashy hotels nowhere near the beach that I was pretty sure would be nice and out of the way.

      “You like?” Annie asked as she stood in front of me for a moment, showing off her new outfit.

      “It’s cute,” I replied, as she smiled and took her seat.

      She was pleased with her new clothing purchase, and I was happy with my no-name beer, and we were both happy when the food came just a couple minutes later.

      My tacos were good, though admittedly, I’d been expecting crunchy shells like the ones you get at the fast-food places, and these ones were soft, but they were still good. Our conversation involved anything and everything that had nothing to do with the last couple of days. That was partly because of the whole you-never-know-who-is-listening thing, but mostly because we were in Cuba, having dinner at a restaurant, and despite the actual reason for us being here, it did feel really nice. In fact, after dinner, we found our way to the nearest little no-frills hotel I’d found before dinner and, despite Annie’s complaints about not having had access to a razor for far too long, I did manage to get her out of her new outfit and into our squeaky hotel bed.
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      The buzzing of my PCD woke me up a couple minutes past 5:00 AM. Checking it, I saw a “Good morning,” from Kevin, along with the address where he wanted to meet us.

      I put the PCD back on my nightstand, and as I started to rejoin the world of the living, I was instantly annoyed on two separate counts. First, just like when I had to find this little hotel, I realized I’d have to find that address by following an actual map, and who in the hell wanted to try to read a map first thing in the morning? Second point of annoyance was, why in the world didn’t I buy more than one shirt yesterday? For that matter, why didn’t I buy an extra pair of underpants, or a toothbrush, or deodorant? I found it unlikely any clothing or convenience stores would be open at this hour, so I resigned myself to showing up to our meeting with a stinky shirt and bad breath. I woke Annie up and at least got our bodies smelling better by hopping into the shower together.

      She was also slightly annoyed with our collective lack of foresight in the clothing and beauty care department yesterday, but with minimal grumbling we got out the door and went to return the room key to the front desk. Yeah, it was an actual metal key like they used to use when my dad was a kid.

      I called up my map, and after much zooming in and out to get a good idea of where we were in relation to the address, I determined that we’d need to go a little over a mile north and slightly west to find our way to the seaside marina. We only had about twenty-five minutes until 6:00 AM, so we’d have to walk briskly and hope we didn’t get turned around.

      My PCD buzzed in my pocket again. It was Kevin, telling me he was already at the spot and was wondering why the Tether he’d sent wasn’t connecting. A Tether was a way for any two people with PCDs to connect and find each other. Someone in spot A would mark their location and send a Tether to someone else in spot B, and automatically, the location and movement of each person could be seen on the screen with turn-by-turn directions being given to the person on the move. Deciding I didn’t exactly need to explain to Kevin the reason my GPS was off, I just thought-commanded a note to him saying we were close and would be there on time.

      We walked as far north as we could go and eventually ran into a street that ran right along the coast. I checked out my little map again, and, if I was reading it right, it looked like the marina should be just a little west of where we were.

      Sure enough, just as the sun was starting to creep up over the edge of the shoreline and the ocean behind us, bathing everything in a golden hue, the beach we were following ended, and a small dock could be seen just beyond it. As we got closer, it struck me that I could only see one boat tied up to the dock in front of the marina.

      “Wait,” Annie said, stopped in her tracks. “Isn’t that The Runner?”

      “Yeah,” I said, a little confused. “It is.”

      Why is that the only boat at the dock? We both thought it, but neither of us asked because neither of us knew the answer.

      About fifty yards before we arrived at the address, the road proper ended, and the rest of the way up to the building was more of a dirt path, with grooves worn in it by what I could only assume was years of vehicles coming and going from the structure. The building itself was much larger than I thought it was as we’d been approaching. It was laid out lengthwise along the water and had a number of large garage doors on the backside of it. This actually made me feel a little bit better because it looked like, if they wanted to, they could have stored a lot of boats inside the place. Maybe the reason The Runner was the only boat at the dock was because the rest of them were inside?

      There was no address on the building, and no sign either. Just to make sure we were in the right place, I grabbed my PCD and thought-commanded a message to Kevin, telling him that we were here. If he came out, well then, we were in the right place.

      “Be right out,” was the almost immediate response.

      “Do you think he’s already done the negotiating?” Annie asked.

      “I don’t know. Why?”

      “Well, the whole point of him doing the talking and negotiating for us was so that they wouldn’t take advantage of the dumb Americans,” Annie said.

      “Right,” I replied, following her train of thought.

      “If he’s ready for us to come in now, then he must be done negotiating already.”

      “Well, I hope not,” I said. “I mean, he didn’t even ask me how much I was willing to spend.”

      Price wasn’t exactly concern number one for me at the moment, but Annie did make a good point, which immediately put me right back on the skeptical road about this whole thing.

      “Randy! Melissa!” Kevin called as a rickety wooden door near the middle of the building swung open. Those weren’t the names on our PCDs anymore, but they were the ones we’d given him yesterday. “Come on in,” he said, waving an arm toward an open door.

      We made our way across the rest of the dirt path and toward Kevin. I wasn’t really concerned about getting mugged. Mugging wasn’t actually a thing anymore. No one carried any money, and the PCDs had safeguards in them about trying to transfer money while you were exhibiting signs of fear or distress, such as irregular brainwave patterns or an elevated heart rate. You always had to keep your thumb on the PCD when you were doing a money transfer, and if, when measuring your vitals, it detected anything out of the norm, it would temporarily lock you out of your money accounts and create a log of anyone with a PCD within your immediate vicinity. That way, even if they somehow forced or coerced you to make the transfer, there would be an instant record of where the money went and who got it. The only issue I’d ever heard concerning this security system was for people in casinos. More often than not, they were frequently trying to access their money while in states of high duress. I’d heard more than a few people sitting at the blackjack table cussing out the PCD security people who were just calling to make sure everything was okay.

      So obviously, I wasn’t worried about getting mugged. Killed maybe, but probably not. This seemed like a lot of effort to go through just to kill some random people. Beat up for some reason? I doubted it. Annie, though . . . I was worried about Annie. As the two of us drew closer to Kevin and the entrance to the building, I was on high alert for her safety. A number of like, I don’t know, Kung Fu moves went flying through my mind as we crossed the threshold and entered the building. I was ready to fight back, or at least try to fight back any kind of a sudden surprise attack. I’m guessing that, along with his weapon’s training, Frank had passed some form of martial arts skill along to me, as well.

      Cool, I thought.

      No one jumped us at the doorway. In fact, it was quite the opposite. From deep within the building, we heard sounds of laughter. The structure was evidently built on top of the water, and my guess about boats being inside was correct, as I could see a number of boats all lined up in their own little slips. Huge cut-outs in the ocean side wall of the building would allow the boats to come and go and stay covered when docked.

      That was cool too.

      What was not cool was the next thing I saw.

      “Oh no. No way,” Annie said as she saw it too.

      At first glance I thought that most of the boats in the slips were in some sort of disrepair or maybe in disassemble. As my eyes were adjusting from the still-rising sun outside to the relative darkness of this building, I could see that different groups of men working on different boats were all bringing small cases of metal ingots into each boat and storing them in odd places within each craft.

      “Yeah, no way,” I said in echo of Annie.

      Pretty much everyone the whole world over handled their money via PCD. The money had to be backed by something, though, something tangible. That something, was precious metal. I’d never seen it in person, but you’d see it on TV and in the movies all the time. Super rich dudes buying super rich-dude stuff would oftentimes make their purchases with ingots of platinum, gold, or silver, and super-bad dudes doing super-illegal stuff would hoard all of their money in the form of ingots.

      Ingots. Stupid ingots . . . and I was looking at thousands of them. One guy seemed to be placing them just under the deck of a boat. Another man was carrying a case of them below deck on another boat, and one guy not too far from me had apparently sewn a large number of ingots into a chair and was about to have it carried onto another one of the boats.

      “What the hell, Kevin?” I asked him, as I realized what was going on.

      “You know how much one of the boats costs?” Kevin asked.

      “I do, actually,” I replied.

      “Yeah, well, my pal Domingo over there,” he said, while pointing at a rather large man with a tight red T-shirt, “he’ll let you take one of these down to Colombia for free.”

      First of all, how the hell did he know we were going to Colombia? Second of all, no way. I said that second part out loud. “No way.”

      “You don’t really have a choice here, Alden,” he said to me.

      Oh. Whoa. Did he just called me Alden? I looked at Annie, and her saucer eyes looking back at me were proof enough that I had indeed heard him right.

      “I know exactly who you are. I know exactly what you’ve done. I know exactly where you’re running, and you’re going to do exactly what I tell you to do.”

      Ah, crap.

      “How do you—” Annie started to say, but I cut her off with a “Shhh.”

      It wasn’t exactly super tactful of me to shush her, and it earned me one heck of a stink-eye, but I didn’t want her volunteering any information to these people that they might not already know.

      “We’ve known who you two are since the moment you sat down in the Oyster Hut,” Kevin said.

      “Oyster Hut?” I asked.

      “The little place you had burgers and beer at before finding my marina,” he said by way of clarification.

      “Oh. The Beer Shack,” I replied. Damn it. I knew it. It must have been Biker Guy.

      “Sure,” Kevin replied, dismissing my misnomer of the establishment. “Anyway, this is a win-win for you two.”

      “What?” Annie asked indignantly.

      As Kevin had dropped the hammer in revealing he knew who we were, his demeanor had turned a little dark. But for this last comment, he made it sound like he was our best buddy.

      “Yeah. A win-win. You get to take a boat to Colombia just like you wanted, and you don’t even have to buy a boat. Oh, and to make it a win-win-win, we won’t contact the authorities in New York or Florida and tell them where you are and what you’re doing.”

      “Crap,” I said out loud. They knew everything. But this sucked. I was already being accused of a bunch of stuff I didn’t do, or least, didn’t mean to do. Now they wanted to add smuggling to the docket? “No way,” I said out loud. Then, for good measure, “No.”

      “You don’t really have a choice, Alden,” Kevin replied. He reached into his pocket, and the move triggered a part of my brain that caused an instant reaction. As he drew the object out of his pocket, I slapped at it, causing it to fly across the floor of the building.

      “What the fuck, man?” he said, very annoyed as I watched his PCD clatter to the wooden floorboards near a small puddle of water.

      “Sorry,” I said, feeling a little embarrassed. But wait, why was I apologizing to this guy?

      He walked over to his PCD, picked it up, pointed it at me from a few feet away, then came over close, but not too close, and showed me the screen.

      “See this guy here?” he said, pointing at the picture he’d just taken of me, which was on half the screen. “He’s obviously this guy here,” he said, while pointing at the other half of the screen, which was a clip from one of those news programs that was continuing to cover our story.

      “Yeah, we get it,” Annie said, aggravation evident in her tone. “You know who we are. So what?”

      Kevin looked at Annie with an almost admiring look that bespoke, “Wow, look at the balls on this one,” but what he said was, “So what? All I need to do is send this picture”—pointing at the pic of me—“to these people”—pointing at the logo of the news station—“with a Tether marker, and they’ll coordinate with the Cuban police so fast it’ll make your head spin.”

      “Let me buy your boat,” I blurted out, a desperate idea coming into my head.

      “No,” Kevin said dismissively.

      “A million,” I replied.

      “A million what?” Kevin asked, obviously annoyed.

      “A million dollars. Let me buy your boat for a million dollars. We’ll just go on our way, and you’ll make a pretty amazing profit for doing nothing other than figuring out my name.”

      “No deal, Rumpelstiltskin,” Kevin replied.

      “One point five,” I blurted out.

      This actually gave Kevin pause. He blinked at me, looked away, and motioned toward the man he’d earlier identified as Domingo. The big man walked over with a smile on his face.

      It struck me how casual all of this was. No guns. No threats of violence. No intimidation. Nothing. Well, nothing except the threat of turning us in, which I guess was pretty much all the intimidation they really needed.

      Kevin and Domingo spoke for a few seconds. “Blabbidy blabbidy blah blah blah.”

      I really needed to learn some Spanish.

      I subtly tried activating the Spanish to English translation feature on my PCD, and it literally said, “Wet faint try sandwich after frogs.”

      Useless.

      A moment later, Domingo turned to me and said, “Two.”

      “Two what?” I asked.

      “Two million,” he replied with a thick accent.

      “Done,” I replied without hesitation. I told you I sucked at haggling.

      Kevin and Domingo looked at each other, eyebrows raised, then Kevin looked back to me and said, “Two and a half.”

      I was literally just about to agree when Annie jumped in and saved me.

      “No,” she said. “Two million is way more than fair.”

      Domingo and Kevin shared a laugh, and Domingo said “Bueno,” then walked away.

      That apparently meant the deal was done because Kevin came over and extended his PCD, awaiting his two-million-dollar transfer.

      It hadn’t even been a whole day and we’d already burned through more than half of the money Frank had given us. I was not happy about that at all. Though, I had to admit, I was happier to part with the money than I would have been to have gotten turned into the Cuban authorities by Kevin and Domingo. I’d seen plenty of those TV shows about getting locked up in foreign prisons, and those never ended well.
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      You’d think that for two million bucks, Kevin could have left us with the snacks in the refrigerator, but nope. That jerk took out every bag of chips, every pretzel rod, and every bit of trail mix that was in the little kitchen before he transferred ownership of The Runner over to my PCD. I went online to double-check ownership of the vessel, to make sure it wasn’t still registered to his PCD as well as mine, but in this at least, he was telling the truth. Now, the only way the boat would start up is if I were personally standing on it with my PCD in hand and had my thumb right on it. Kevin and Domingo did at least hook us up with some fuel for the trip. Well, by “hook us up,” I mean, they let us purchase fuel at the going rate from their marina. But at least we didn’t have to go driving up and down the coastline looking for a fueling station. Now, two million dollars’ worth of boat and twelve hundred bucks worth of fuel and Annie and I had to go spend a few more bucks on food.

      “We also need to get toothbrushes and deodorant,” Annie pointed out.

      “Hold on,” I said. I was messing with The Runner’s onboard GPS and trip planner. Our eventual destination was Bogota, so I called up a list of popular ports in Colombia and was trying to find the closest one that we could set as our destination.

      “Ahhhh,” I half-sighed, half-grumbled out loud.

      “What’s wrong?” Annie asked.

      “Where we’re trying to go,” I said, not daring to speak out loud our eventual destination, “is like a million miles away from any water.”

      “A million?” she asked with a slight eye roll.

      “Well, let’s put it this way, the distance we need to travel from here to get to the coastline of Colombia? That’s about the same distance we’ll need to travel on land to get to our eventual destination.”

      “Oh,” Annie said with a grimace.

      Neither of us were exactly what you’d call awesome at geography, and I don’t think either of us had realized how far inland Bogota was. When our original plan was just to fly there, I hadn’t exactly been looking at how far away the nearest seaport was on a map. I was mentally about to start going down the road of “do we really need to be going all the way to the space station” again, but I’d already hashed this out a hundred times, and I couldn’t let seven hundred miles of land-travel change my mind now.

      It looked like Cartagena was going to be our best bet. It was just under eight hundred miles from here to there, and it would be about seven hundred from there to Bogota. Not wanting to pull into the most obvious port in the entire country, though, just to be on the safe side, I set the destination for a little beach spot just up the road from Cartagena called Castillogrande. The little trip advice thing I was looking at said that Castillogrande was “exclusive” and “up-market,” so I was hoping that the two of us pulling up in our $400,000 boat would just look like another couple of stupid-rich Americans on vacation.

      “Okay,” I said, clearing the GPS and search history of the boat, just in case anyone got curious while we were off doing our shopping. “Let’s go.”

      Annie decided she’d go get us some extra clothing, and I took off in search of some food. If we went pedal to the metal, or whatever the boat equivalent of that was, we’d be able to make it to Castillogrande in about sixteen hours. Allowing for the possibility of some hiccups or delays during the trip, I figured it’d be smart to buy enough food to last us a couple of days, just in case.

      I had to admit, though, being on the run was exhausting. Mostly because I was now quite literally running. Not only did my lack of GPS on my PCD make it hard to know exactly where to go in order to get some food, but I really didn’t trust Kevin and that Domingo guy being back there with The Runner while I was away. I mean, no surprise there in me not wanting to trust them, but now that they had their money, I guess there really was nothing holding them back from turning me in. It was a concern, though not a full-on red-alert worry. I mean, sure, they could turn me in, but some authority, either American or Cuban, would want to have a chat with the person who logged the tip, and neither Kevin nor Domingo struck me as the type who wanted the long arm of the law snooping around anywhere near them. Just to be on the safe side, though, I ran all the way to the edge of town, then kept up a super-quick, but not overly noticeable, pace as I searched random streets for some sort of food store.

      Finally, I found one. The Runner had a little microwave in the kitchen area, so I figured I’d just grab an armload of frozen meals. Looking in the freezer section of this store, however, I realized that everything was, of course, in Spanish. The pictures on the boxes were all stylized and weird, so I just grabbed two each of five different boxes and brought them up to the front, then quickly ran back into the aisles to grab some fruit, chips, salsa, carrots, and beer. I really wanted to grab more than a sixer, but I had to lug all this stuff back to the boat by hand and didn’t think I’d be able to carry much more than that.

      Oh, wait . . . tequila. There was a whole display of it right near the register.

      I put the beer back and grabbed two bottles of Petrón and remembered only at the last second to grab two sticks of deodorant, two chintzy-looking toothbrushes, and some tube of what I hoped was toothpaste.

      The old woman behind the counter rang me up, charged me the American equivalent of ten extra dollars for three paper bags, because it was pretty obvious that I wouldn’t be able to carry all of this stuff in my arms, and I started making my way back to the boat.

      I hadn’t been keeping track of the twists and turns I’d taken to get to this store, but I could tell from where the sun was where I needed to go in order to get back to the water. From there, finding the marina would be easy. It was basically just, left. So, I set out going north, and after just a couple of blocks I felt like someone was following me. Well, I guess I didn’t “feel like” it. I knew it. Someone was actually following me. It was still very early, and pretty much no one else was out on the streets. Only some of the stores had opened, and my footsteps and those of the man about fifty yards behind me were the only sounds that could be heard besides some local aviary. I crossed the street, and the man followed me. He wasn’t being very subtle. I picked up the pace and noticed that I wasn’t really increasing the gap between us. In fact, he was getting closer. Just about twenty feet before the street ended and was going to dump us out on the sandy road that abutted the beach, I looked back over my shoulder and saw out of the side of my eye the man reaching into his pocket. I spun full-around, dropping the single bag I was holding in my right hand, the one without the tequila, by the way, and readied myself.

      “Hey,” the man said, looking far more nervous than I had been expecting him to appear.

      “What?” I said gruffly.

      “Oh,” the man said, now looking more frightened than nervous. “I just, uh, man, I’m sorry.” He looked apologetically at me and the bag I’d dropped on the ground. “I didn’t mean to surprise you. I just promised my wife I’d snap a pic of myself in front of a Cuban sunrise, and when I saw you up ahead of me, I figured I’d try and snag ya to take it for me. I’m terrible at selfies.”

      “Oh,” I said, feeling kind of dumb but still annoyed with him chasing me down like this. But I agreed anyway, “Sure.”

      I picked up my dropped bag, crossed the seaside street to the beach, snapped a couple pictures of the very appreciative man, and continued on my way. Have I mentioned how much being on the run sucks?

      Annie was already back at the marina by the time I was in sight. She hadn’t wanted to go in and wait for me at the boat with Kevin, Domingo, and the rest of the guys lurking around, so she met me just a little ways off the edge of the property.

      “You get some good stuff?” she asked.

      “I think so,” I replied. “Not sure if it’s gourmet, but it’s enough so we won’t starve.”

      She used her hand to pull open one of the bags to take a look, and of course, it was one of the bags with the tequila in it.

      “Won’t starve . . . or stay sober, apparently,” she said with a smile.

      We walked through the marina with none of the workers even so much as glancing in our direction. Domingo was at the far end of the building, giving some instructions to a group of men, and Kevin was actually nowhere in sight. When we’d first met him up in Vaca Key, I’d actually kind of liked him, but for obvious reasons, I’d be more than happy if I never had to lay eyes on him ever again.

      As we walked toward The Runner, Annie opened up one of the bags she was holding to show me what she’d purchased. For me, it was three black T-shirts and a pair of shorts. Getting me three of the same exact boring-ass black T-shirt felt like a little bit of a “screw you” for having ditched the “nice” shirt she’d gotten me at Trace, but I didn’t really care. One comfortable, clean shirt is as good as another to me. And the shorts, I was actually kind of excited about those. They were a pair of light gray zipper shorts with a drawstring making them somewhere between casual wear and active wear. I never really wore shorts unless I was at the gym or on vacation, and the jeans I had on now were a little warmer than they needed to be. Once we were on board The Runner, I went down into the little seating area, put away the food I’d bought, and then changed into my new clothes. I came back up to the rear deck of the boat and saw that Annie had ascended to the captain’s area above, so I went up there to meet her.

      “Nice legs,” she said with a smile.

      I might have looked a little bit silly wearing the shorts with my sneakers, socks, and pale white legs, but again, I didn’t really care. I was hot, and they were comfortable.

      The Nav system of the boat was super easy. I called it up, punched in the port at Castillogrande, placed my thumb on my PCD, and hit “START VOYAGE” on the ship’s control panel.

      I think I was kind of expecting the boat to start itself up and set us on our way right then and there, but instead, I got a message saying, “Autopilot will engage at this point,” and then it showed a little map of the area, indicating where we were at the dock and where we needed to go, which looked to me like it was just a few hundred yards off shore.

      “Uh,” I said, not really knowing what to do.

      “You got this?” Annie asked from her chair next to me.

      “I? Maybe?”

      It didn’t look all that hard. I could figure this out. There was a steering wheel and a throttle thing right next to it. All the way to the left of the console was a big red button, and my best guess what that by pressing that I’d be able to fire up the engines. So, I put my thumb on my PCD again, then just went ahead and pressed the big red button with my other hand.

      BA-VROOOOM!

      The deafening racket of The Runner’s engines roared to life. I smiled at Annie, a little bit proud of myself for having figured out at least this much, then gently grabbed hold of the throttle thing and pushed it forward.

      Instantly, every single one of the men on the dock and inside the marina jumped up and started rushing our way. As they did, the boat lurched forward, then abruptly stopped.

      “Ah, crap!” I said, realizing I’d never actually untied the boat from the dock. Living in New York City, I barely even got behind the wheel of a car, let alone the wheel of a boat. In fact, if it wasn’t obvious by now, I’d never actually done this before.

      Two men came rushing up to the side of the boat with Domingo hot on their heels. They were all making some sort of cutting motion with their hands, which I took to mean, cut the engines. So, I pressed the red button again. A jarring, squealing noise ensued, and I was half certain that I’d just ruined the engine. Annie put her head in her hands, and all the men on the dock started yelling at me. Embarrassed, I searched the control console thing in front of me, pressed two silver buttons, which seemed to do nothing, then found a black one, which finally cut the engines.

      “Idiota!” was the first word I heard from one of the men on the dock as soon as the sound of the engine died down. I’d never heard that word before, but I was pretty sure I knew its meaning.

      “Don’t touch anything until I tell you to, puta,” Domingo yelled up to me as two of his men went to either side of the boat to untie the lines. Once they had the ropes untied, they threw the bumper things over the side rail onto the boat, and more insults and grumbling ensued as Domingo looked up to me and said, “Now,” then quickly turned his back on me as if he couldn’t even stand to look at me for one more second.

      I was about nine shades of red. Just before I pushed the button that was the same color as my face, I noticed that Annie’s head was still buried in her hands, but she wasn’t doing it out of embarrassment—no, she was hiding her face because she was laughing, hard.

      “Shut up,” I said lightly, then pressed the button.

      This time when I pushed on the throttle, we moved away from the dock, and I used the steering wheel to follow the little course that was plotted out on the screen in front of me. I don’t think we were going more than about three miles per hour, and I was totally cool with that. The last thing I needed was another accident. So, we took it nice and slow to the marker indicated on my Nav Screen, at which point the screen changed to read, “Autopilot engaging in ten, nine, eight . . .”

      It asked if I wanted to cancel, and when I didn’t press “Yes,” the countdown finished, the engines got even louder, and we quickly accelerated, putting a lot of distance between us and the marina.
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      The trip was going pretty smoothly. After our embarrassing start, Annie and I had stayed up in the captain’s area for nearly two hours watching the ocean whiz by and talking over the noise of the engines as best we could within the mostly enclosed area atop the long, sleek vessel. After a while, though, the noise was starting to get to me, so I suggested we go back beneath deck to the seating area and maybe have a little something to eat. As soon as I stepped outside of the captain’s area, my PCD buzzed, and I looked to see that it was the vessel telling me that it would notify me if any changes in course would be required.

      Down below, it was a lot quieter, and I could actually hear my stomach rumbling. I had originally thought that two of the frozen meals I’d purchased for us were breakfast burritos, but they ended up just being regular steak and bean burritos with cheese. Fine. Whatever. I was starving. I heated up two of those, while Annie peeled herself a banana.

      We’d started the trip at 7:48 AM local time, and the trip monitor, which was now mirrored to my GPS, said that we’d be getting into Castillogrande at 10:27 PM. The trip looked like it would take just over fifteen hours, but we’d actually be getting an hour back by crossing over a time zone. Besides burritos, and a modest amount of tequila, which led to an afternoon session of boat sex, something I’d kind of always wanted to do, followed by a short nap, there really wasn’t much else about the trip that was worthy of reporting.

      As the sun was setting later in the evening, it occurred to me that if docking the boat was anything like departing, I’d probably have to do it manually. The thought of trying to find a dock and then steer the boat into it without smashing either the dock or us in half in the dark did not sound appealing, so I called up the User’s Guide for the boat on my PCD and started looking up how to park the thing in open water. Turned out that there were two ways to do it on this boat. The first was that if the water was shallow enough, you could press a single button to drop anchor. The other option was designed to moor you in deeper water. Normally, if you just cut your engines in the middle of the sea, you’d end up drifting wherever the wind, current, and tides wanted to take you. If, however, you activated the “deep water mooring” feature, the vessel would engage eight small impellers, all of which were run by stored solar power, and they would keep you in the same spot indefinitely, so long as your solar cells were charged.

      This second option was going to be perfect. For one, I didn’t want to try to park the boat until daytime, so being able to stay out of sight until sunrise would be perfect. Also, the thought of a full night’s sleep on board The Runner before taking to land in Castillogrande also sounded pretty appealing. Other than looking up the anchoring protocols, the only other thing to do was try to figure out our travel arrangements going from Castillogrande to Bogota.

      Time passed, the boat bounced up and down as we rocketed over the water, sometimes rather jarringly, and on a couple of occasions my PCD buzzed with notifications from The Runner that it was going to be making slight course adjustments to avoid a small storm with choppy waters up ahead. Honestly, the novelty of being on a four-hundred-thousand-dollar boat—or two-million-dollar boat, depending on how you looked at it—wore off kind of quickly. Eventually, though, after nearly fifteen hours at sea, three microwaved meals, and quite possibly a little bit more tequila consumed than was necessary, I received a notification from the boat that we were on final approach to Castillogrande. I pressed “PAUSE” on the navigation pane that was on my PCD and started to walk up to the captain’s area.

      “You need a hand?” Annie asked from her spot on the couch.

      “No, I’m good.”

      We had been watching a little news on the screen built into the boat and had seen our faces staring back at us twice. Sure enough, they were telling the public to look out for Alden Heath, aliases Jake Tyler and Randy James, as well as Annie Crown alias Sophia Bowers. The fact that they knew two of my assumed identities and only one of Annie’s led me to believe that someone on Vaca Key had given up some information, and seeing as how the only “someone” I made a payment to on that island was Mr. Dirty Shirt the bartender, the culprit seemed pretty obvious. It was a glaring error on my part to have paid for those burgers and beers and not changed my identity right afterwards, but still, I hadn’t really pegged Mr. Dirty Shirt as the kind of guy who cooperated with the law. Then again, we’d heard about the STU Corporation offering up a reward of two hundred and fifty thousand dollars for information leading to our arrest, so, that seemed like a good enough incentive for pretty much anyone to rat us out.

      When I’d hit PAUSE on our trip navigation, the boat stopped moving, but the engines were still running. Even at idle, this boat was still insanely loud, so it was with some haste that I climbed back up to the captain’s area and hit the black button on the control console that I’d learned earlier was the kill switch. The silence washed over me, and the boat bobbed slowly in the tranquility of the sea. I couldn’t see any land from where we were, but the onboard trip planner showed that from this spot it would only take about twenty minutes to get to shore. I navigated to the “deep water mooring” pane on the boat’s control panel and hit “GO.” At first, it seemed like nothing was happening, but after just a couple of moments I could hear what sounded like a distant jet ski firing for just a couple of seconds beneath the boat. I guessed that noise was coming from the “impellers” I’d read about in the manual. Without any land nearby as a reference, it was kind of difficult to visually verify that we were indeed staying in place, but I noticed that on the control panel, the Deep Water Mooring pane was showing our latitude and longitude, and every time the boat strayed more than a single second from our set position, the impellers would fire up and put us back into our original position. Their sound was subtle and almost soothing compared to what I’d been hearing for the last fifteen hours.

      “We good?” Annie asked as I came back downstairs and into the seating area.

      “Yup.”

      It looked like she’d switched to some nature program on the screen.

      It was a little before eleven at night, and I decided to brush my teeth with the cheap, coarse toothbrush I had bought at the convenience store in Cuba. It only cut up my gums a little bit, but, what did you expect for the equivalent of one and a half American dollars?

      “You coming to bed?” I called out of the bathroom to Annie.

      “Right after this show is over,” she replied.

      It actually almost felt like a normal night in Hoboken for the two of us.
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      “Estas rodeado!”

      I was dead-ass asleep, it was the middle of the night, and some idiot was screaming into a megaphone.

      “Rindete!”

      What is it, the Puerto Rican Day Parade? That whole thing used to go right past my old place in Manhattan, and man, did they start early? Wait a minute. No. Where am I?

      “Rindete!”

      I was hearing the words, but I had no idea what they meant.

      “Alden. Alden! Wake up!” That was Annie. She sounded panicked.

      “What?” I asked, then I heard a quick blast of a siren from outside. “What’s going on?”

      “I think it’s the police,” Annie said. “They found us.”

      “What!” I sat bolt upright. Now I was wide awake.

      I jumped out of bed, threw on a new black T-shirt, my old, dirty jeans, and my finally dry sneakers, then dashed through the seating area, opened the door, and ran up the steps to the open-air back part of the boat. As I did, I realized that I probably should have tried to come up with some sort of a plan before running headlong toward the police.

      “Rindete! Blabbidy blah blah blah blah!”

      I was catching the first word, but nothing else. I knew this much, though, they weren’t saying, “Welcome to Castillogrande.”

      Worse than not understanding, I also wasn’t able to see. As soon as I’d come out onto the deck, I was hit with some massive lights beaming right into my face.

      “Give up! Put your hands in the air and surrender!” came the voice from the megaphone in accented English.

      “Oh,” I said out loud. Then, fully realizing what was going on, “Ohhhhhhhhh.”

      I put my hands up in the air and tried to squint through the lights to hopefully see something. It looked like there were three boats surrounding us. I could make out a little bit of writing on the one closest to me but had no idea what any of it said. Squinting a little harder and making very sure not to shade my eyes with one of my hands even though I really, really wanted to, it became obvious that they were either police or military boats.

      “Prepare to be boarded!” came the heavily accented and very pissed-off sounding voice. “Are you alone?”

      “What?” I called back.

      “Are you alone on the vessel?”

      “Yes,” I called back. “No, wait, I mean, no. I mean—”

      “Which is it?”

      A part of me didn’t want to tell this guy that Annie was on the boat, but, really, where was she going to hide? They were going to find her eventually.

      “Yes, I am not alone!” I shouted back.

      “What?” the man on the boat blared back through his megaphone.

      “My girlfriend is on the boat with me,” I called back, hoping to clarify things a little bit. I was obviously very sleepy and very disoriented.

      “Prepare to be boarded.”

      They kept the light in my face, but I could now see that at least three men on each of the three boats were pointing huge rifles at me. The boat with the Megaphone Man started to move up alongside The Runner, and as soon as they got almost close enough to touch us, I started getting yelled at.

      “Keep your hands up, and step to the other side of the boat!”

      “What side?” I asked, wanting to make sure I didn’t do anything to get myself shot.

      “The side opuesto our boat!”

      “Op what shuh?”

      “Get down on your knees!”

      He roared this last bit at me, and I quite literally almost fell to my knees in immediate compliance. As I did, two men from the police boat grabbed the railing of The Runner and began tying their boat to mine. Some little part of my mind noticed that their boat also had those little bumper things, and that they had tossed theirs out before tying up to us. That was nice of them.

      “Where is the girl?” I heard a voice ask. It was Megaphone Man, but he was no longer using the megaphone because he had apparently jumped onto the deck of my boat, which I hadn’t been able to see until now.

      “She’s in the bedroom,” I replied. “In there,” I said, gesturing to the door that led below.

      Two men with handguns moved toward the door.

      “Hey!” I said, still remembering to keep my hands over my head. “You don’t need to go in there with the guns. She’s just—”

      “Quiet,” Megaphone Man yelled at me, again with no megaphone.

      A few seconds later Annie was getting marched out of the little doorway with the two men behind her, both pointing their guns at her back. Thank God, I thought, seeing that she had taken the time to put on some clothing. She normally slept naked, unless there was a reason not to, and since we had no way of knowing we would wake up to “guests” . . . I had been concerned she would still be in an indecent state.

      “Next to him,” Megaphone Man shouted at Annie. “On your knees!”

      I was basically in the back left corner of the boat, and Annie came over to join me.

      “Are you okay?” we both asked each other at almost the same exact moment.

      “Quiet!” the man shouted at us again.

      We exchanged nods of confirmation, and Annie got down on her knees right next to me. One of the men who had gone into the cabin of the boat to fetch Annie stood right in front of us and pointed his gun at my head.

      “No move,” he said in an extremely thick accent, which at first made me think he had said, “No mood.” Funny, because I wasn’t in the mood for any of this either.

      Megaphone Man took a couple of steps toward us and reached into his pocket. When his hand emerged, I could see that he was holding a PCD. He pointed it first at me and then at Annie, as the small flash on the back of the device illuminated our faces.

      “Michael Tully,” he said, looking at me. Then “Lindsay King,” as he looked at Annie. His facial recognition software had tagged us quickly with the false identities I’d set up for us in Cuba.

      Megaphone Man stepped back and continued to do some work on his PCD, while the other man, who had gone to find Annie, walked back over to his own boat. There, he was handed some long thing that looked like a weed whacker.

      “What’s going—” I started to ask.

      “Quiet!” both Megaphone Man and the guy pointing the gun at my head shouted at the same time.

      The man with the weed whacker thing held it with one hand and started tapping it on different parts of the boat, making himself appear more like a confused blind man with a cane than anything else. I was completely baffled, until his weed whacker cane thing let out a long beep.

      “A key,” he said, though I don’t think it was actually, “a key” but rather, a Spanish word that sounded like it because then he said, “Blabbidy blah blah blah,” which was clearly not English.

      The man pointing the gun at me and Annie stayed where he was, but Megaphone Man went over to join Weed Whacker Guy, whereupon the two of them unlatched the box thing near the stern of the boat. Megaphone Man bent down, pulled something out of the open compartment, and laughed.

      “Bad hiding place,” he said, turning to me.

      “Huh?”

      I couldn’t see what he was holding, and I wasn’t sure what he was talking about anyway.

      “What is it?” I asked, trying to make some sense out of all of this.

      He ignored me, and Weed Whacker Guy started tapping his cane thing on the other compartment at the stern. Just as his instrument let out another little beep, I heard a whistling from off in the distance. It only lasted for a second, just long enough for everyone on our boat to turn our heads to where the noise seemed to be coming from.

      BOOM!

      BOOM!

      Two massive explosions rocked the pre-dawn sky. The light that came from them dwarfed the lights that had been shining in my face, and the heat was like a living thing enveloping my body and moving from head to toe in a flash. I pulled my arms down and covered my head, while throwing myself to the ground in a ball. I felt Annie crashing into my back as she apparently did the same thing. After a few tense moments, I finally opened my eyes and saw large fireballs rising from somewhere just beyond the deck of The Runner. Curiosity grabbing hold of me, I lurched to my feet and saw that the fireballs were actually coming from where two of the three police boats had been just a moment earlier. The one that Megaphone Man and his cohorts had come from was still tied up to The Runner, but the other two boats were just mounds of burning fiberglass, plastic, and metal crackling atop the sea.

      “Ahhhhhhh!” That was Megaphone Man. I looked over to see him bent over at the waist, doing something with his thigh. As my vision adjusted to the flame-orange light, I could see that some long bit of shrapnel had embedded itself in his upper thigh, and he was clutching at it with both of his hands. The man who had been holding us at gunpoint had his back to me and was also looking at Megaphone Man. Eventually, Megaphone Man managed to yank the shrapnel out of his leg, and just as he stood up to his full height, looking like he was about to toss the object he’d pulled from his leg into the sea, the top half of his head vanished.

      Annie screamed.

      “Oh my God,” I said out loud.

      I tore my eyes away from Megaphone Man but only after watching him collapse to the ground. Annie was curled up in a ball on the deck of the boat with two pieces of burning something-or-other on either side of her. I stepped on one of them to put out the fire, and as I went to stomp on the other, the man who had been holding Annie and me at gunpoint whirled, pointed his weapon in my face, and started screaming in Spanish. As his gun became level with my head, I reached out with both of my hands, simultaneously smacking the gun aside and ripping it from his grasp. Next thing I knew, I was holding the thing and pointing it at him.

      Wow, thanks, Frank.

      He looked like he was about to lunge for me, but just then, the roar of other boat engines could be heard coming from nearby. The two of us stood stock-still and waited to see who the newcomers were going to be. If it was going to be more police, it would probably be smart of me to drop the gun so they didn’t shoot me on sight. Then again, if I dropped the gun, what was to say this guy wouldn’t kill me himself?

      Damn it. I didn’t know what to do.

      Two boats similar in make to The Runner but a little smaller and sleeker converged on us just as I was about to make up my mind.

      “Alden!” a voice from one of the boats called.

      Who is that? I thought.

      “Go ahead. Shoot him!” the voice called again. It was a deep voice heavily accented with Spanish, but I had no idea who it was.

      “Shoot him!” the voice called again.

      “Ummmm,” I said out loud, but without much volume. Then, louder, I said, “No?” but it definitely came out as more of a question than anything else.

      “Okay,” the voice called back. “I’ll do it, then.”

      BANG!

      A shot fired, and the man who had been standing in from of me fell dead to the ground.
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      I was standing in a puddle of blood, two guys with half of their heads missing were lying no more than ten feet away from me, my girlfriend was curled up in a little ball on the ground, sobbing loudly and staring at two boats full of armed men, and for some reason, I was trying to figure out what had happened to the guy with the weed whacker-looking thing.

      Had he just fallen overboard? Was he in the water somewhere?

      It’s funny what the mind tries to grasp on to in moments of complete irreconcilable insanity.

      “They took your pictures, right, Alden?” I heard a voice from one of the newly arrived boats ask.

      “Huh?” I replied quietly.

      “They snapped your pictures before we blew them away, right?”

      I nodded.

      The man proceeded to say something in Spanish, and his boat sidled up alongside The Runner, opposite where the police boat was still tied to us.

      “Domingo?” I asked, as the large man hopped over the railing and landed on the deck next to me.

      “Hola, Alden,” he replied.

      It was Domingo, the guy from the marina in Cuba. I couldn’t process this right now. I really needed to check on my girlfriend.

      “Annie,” I said, crouching down next to her. “Are you okay?”

      She was still curled up in a tight little ball, but I was eventually able to coax her up to a seated position. I noticed that she was looking up into the sky. I followed her gaze but saw nothing there. Like, nothing except early-morning sky. Then I realized, that was probably the only place she could look where she wouldn’t see dead guys and burning destruction.

      “Annie?” I said, trying to get her to look at me.

      Slowly, her eyes met mine, but after only a moment, she looked over my shoulder and let out a gasp and a quick yelp.

      Domingo was behind me, and as I spun my head to see him, he laughed.

      I stood up, putting myself between Domingo and Annie, and asked him, “What’s going on?”

      He ignored me and spoke in Spanish to a couple of his men, apparently directing them to come onto The Runner with us.

      Domingo stepped to my left, and I quickly got in front of him, keeping myself between him and Annie. He looked confused for a moment, then smiled and said, “Oh, don’t worry, Alden. You’re safe now.”

      “Huh?” I asked dumbly.

      “I wouldn’t dream of hurting you or Annie now,” he replied.

      “Why? What’s going on?” I asked.

      He ignored me and just walked to the back of the boat, where the police had pried open those two big white containers. The two men who had joined us on The Runner were being handed large plastic crates and setting them down in front of the containers at the back of the boat.

      “What the hell?” I asked again, but didn’t even receive so much as a look in my direction.

      The two men started reaching into the containers and pulling out trays of ingots.

      Goddamn ingots. Have I mentioned that I really hate ingots?

      “Oh, come on,” I said out loud, and Domingo laughed.

      “Si, thanks for the help, Alden,” Domingo said, finally turning to look at me. His two men finished loading their plastic crates and began handing them to men on their own boat. After doing this, they were handed two new plastic crates, and they went below deck toward the seating area on The Runner.

      Now it was just Annie, Domingo, and me left on the deck, but both of the other boats still had plenty of men pointing plenty of guns in my direction.

      “Are you going to kill us?” I asked.

      “No,” Domingo said with a smile. “We’re just going to set you free, Alden.”

      This sounded super sarcastic, and I gave him an equivalently dubious look.

      “No, really,” he continued. “After we’re done taking the ingots off your boat, you and Annie can go your own way, and we’ll be going ours.”

      “Yeah?” I asked, still doubting every word that came out of his mouth.

      “Yes, Alden,” Domingo said, losing his smile and looking very serious for the first time. “Because in an effort to smuggle currency gained through the drug trade into the nation of Colombia, you and your girlfriend just assassinated fifteen federal officers.”

      “What?” I said at the same time Annie asked the same question. I looked over to her and saw that her formerly distant expression was completely gone, and that she was now fully engaged in this insanity.

      “They’ve got your pictures. They know your names, or at least the ones you were using. Clever trick that, by the way,” he said as an aside. “If I had time, I’d ask you about that. But speaking of time, it is growing short. As soon as all of these dead men here don’t check in with their superiors, someone will come looking for them, and do you know what they’ll find?”

      I’m pretty sure the question was rhetorical, so I didn’t say anything.

      “They will find their killers,  you and your girlfriend.”

      “Oh no. No way,” I said in shock. Then something else hit me. “Wait, so I paid you two million dollars for the privilege of being your mule and your fall guy?”

      “Indeed you did, my friend,” came Domingo’s reply from his once again smiling face. “But don’t worry. You really didn’t even have all that many ingots on your boat. We have most of them on ours. With you just driving straight into shore like an idiot, no one was even out looking for us.”

      I felt like I was gonna throw up.

      “Why don’t you two do me a favor and hop onto the police boat over there?” Domingo said, motioning for us to move over to the vessel still tied up to The Runner.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because this boat was destroyed in the battle?” he said, gesturing to the boat we were currently standing on.

      “What? Oh, come on.” I groaned.

      “Do it now,” Domingo said in a gruff tone as he pulled a pistol from behind his back and waved it at the two of us.

      I helped Annie up off the deck and got her onto the police boat before following her onto the smaller craft myself.

      Domingo said something to the two men who had been working on The Runner, and they untied our new boat from theirs.

      As Domingo was climbing over the rail of The Runner and back onto his own boat, I called out, “Where should we go?”

      “Nowhere far?” he yelled back.

      With that, the boat he was on fired up its engines, spun almost on a dime, and sped off in the opposite direction. The other boat that had arrived with Domingo sat with their engine idling, waiting for something I couldn’t figure out. As our boat drifted slowly away from The Runner, which still had its Deep Water Mooring system engaged, I saw a man on the other boat bend down, then pick up what looked to be a bazooka.

      “Get down,” I called to Annie and pulled her to the slightly wet floor of the police boat alongside myself.

      BOOM!

      I felt our boat get pushed back from the concussion and looked up to see some debris flying through the air. I wanted to say something, but what was there to say?

      “Fuck,” Annie muttered.

      Yeah. That seemed about right.

      The other boat sped off, leaving us in the wreckage of three vessels. The two police boats were still smoldering, one of them with its back half underwater and the front end sticking up into the air at an angle. Within moments, the rear end of The Runner started to follow suit and looked like it would be getting swallowed up by the sea in no time.

      “What do we do now?” Annie asked.

      “We gotta get out of here,” I replied.

      This boat didn’t have a captain’s area per se like The Runner did, but it did have a steering wheel and a control panel near the back of the boat. I ran back to it and found a big red button, which I hoped would fire up the engine just like it did on the soon-to-be sea floor decoration we’d driven all the way down here from Cuba.

      NO AUTORIZADO flashed up on the screen as soon as I pressed the button.

      NO AUTORIZADO the screen flashed again as I pressed the button one more time. Nothing was happening, and I didn’t need to be fluent to guess that it was trying to tell me I was an unauthorized user.

      Out of frustration more than anything else, I pressed the button one more time, prompting the same message, followed by an ear-piercing siren and a whole bunch of other text that came up on the screen.

      “What did you do?” Annie yelled, trying to be heard over the siren. I couldn’t really hear her, but I knew what she was asking.

      “I think I set off the alarm!” I hollered back.

      “No shit,” she replied.
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      So the police were coming . . . again, and this looked really, really bad. Annie and I put our hands above our heads as four different police boats converged upon us. None of these were as sleek or looked as high-powered as the one we were on or the two that Domingo’s guys had blown up, but the men aboard them with their many rifles trained on Annie and me looked just as, if not more threatening. These guys looked pissed. And why wouldn’t they be? To their eyes, we’d just killed three boats worth of their brothers after a failed attempt at smuggling ingots into their country and were now trying to make our escape on one of their own boats.

      I could see that the men on every boat were screaming at us, but I couldn’t hear a damn thing over the sound of the stupid siren.

      “I can’t hear”—I was screaming at the top of my lungs—“you!” The siren cut off just before I screamed that last word.

      “Blabbidy blah blah blah blah blah blah!”

      Well, I could hear them now, but still couldn’t understand a word.

      “We surrender,” I said to the closest man on the closest boat.

      “Keep your hands up!” a man on a boat directly behind me yelled. “Keep your hands up, get down on your knees, and prepare to be boarded!”

      It felt like deja vu all over again, as one of the boats tied up to the one we were on and three men scrambled over the railing. It looked like it was about to go exactly as it had with Domingo’s men right up until the moment one of the men took two hard steps in my direction and cracked me on the head with the butt of his gun.

      

      Oh my God, I thought. I had a splitting headache. Maybe I drank way too much of that tequila while Annie and I were on The Runner?

      “Alden?” I heard Annie say.

      “Shut your mouth!” a different voice roared, making my head want to literally split in two.

      I opened my eyes and realized that I was not on The Runner with Annie anymore. I wasn’t on a boat at all.

      “Are you okay?” I heard Annie ask.

      “Shut up!” came that same way-too-loud voice.

      I was sitting on . . . what was this? A bench? The man right across from me was also on a bench, and he was holding a gun right in front of my face. Annie was to my right, and there was another man on another bench right across from her, and, oh no, he had a gun pointed at her face too.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Quiet!” the man in front of me yelled.

      “Don’t point that gun at—”

      SMACK

      I got hit in the head again, and I felt everything go dark.

      

      Oh my God, I thought. I must have drunk way too much of that tequila on—No, wait. I’m still on that bench. But damn, why is everything moving around so much?

      I opened my eyes, and instead of also opening my mouth, I decided to stay quiet this time so I could try to assess where I was and what was going on. Taking a moment, I saw that there were two men with guns in front of me and Annie, and we were in the back of some sort of truck. The roads were definitely not very smooth around here, and we were bouncing all over the place like a bunch of popcorn kernels on an old-school hot plate. I felt like I should have been sliding right off of my bench, but my hands were somehow bound together behind my back, and I was attached to the wall of the truck. I looked over to see that Annie was in the same position, and, from what I could see, zip ties bound her wrists, and another tie attached her wrists to a small metal ring on the wall. I wriggled my fingers behind my own back and confirmed the same setup was being used on me. My head was throbbing, and I didn’t feel like I was thinking very straight, but still, there was this tiny little part of my brain that told me if I wanted to snap a zip tie, I’d need to focus all my torque on the little spot where the head of the feeder unit turned into the flat portion of the tie and twist it back and forth for as long as it took to make it snap.

      That was interesting. Apparently, another little gift from Frank.

      I didn’t know much at the moment, but looking at the two men with guns in front of me and Annie, I decided to take action and begin following the advice of that unbidden thought.

      “What’s going on?” I asked the man in front of me as I pulled the zip ties behind me even tighter, so I could maximize the torque and begin working at snapping them.

      “What do you think normally happens after you kill fifteen policia?” the man in front of me asked with a sneer.

      “But I didn’t—”  I started to say but had to jerk my head back because the man looked like he was about to smash me with his gun again.

      “Blah blah blah blah blah,” the man opposite Annie said to the guy in front of me, who laughed in reply.

      “I want a lawyer,” I said.

      The man in front of me apparently translated that to the man next to him, and the two of them began to laugh heartily.

      I don’t even know why I said that. I think I have watched way too many crime dramas, and my dizzy brain apparently thought that was the right thing to say when you found yourself being accused of a crime you didn’t commit. I tried to shake off the cobwebs and switch tactics. “I’ve got money,” I said, looking at each of them in turn.

      The one in front of Annie apparently knew the word “money” and looked like he was actually considering it, but then shook his head.

      “Not enough,” the man in front of me said.

      “I have enough to make the two of you rich,” I said, seeing a faint glimmer of a possibility of hope.

      “No para todos,” the man in front of Annie said.

      “Not for everyone,” the man in front of me translated.

      “Everyone? Everyone who?” I asked.

      The man in front of me pointed to his badge.

      “Wait,” I said, alarm bells starting to go off in my head as I continued working at my zip ties. “Where are you taking us?”

      “To die,” the man in front of Annie said in very heavily accented English.

      “Oh no.” Annie gasped as her head sagged, and I saw her eyes fill with tears.

      “We didn’t even do anything,” she said quietly. “It’s all been one misunderstanding after—”

      “Shut up!” the man in front of me screamed.

      Annie continued to sob quietly as I noticed the road we were traveling on got considerably bumpier.

      This new road was so bad that I decided it probably wasn’t a road at all. They were driving us off to some remote location, where they were probably going to shoot us and chuck our bodies into a shallow ditch. I needed to do something, now.

      I’d been twisting and torquing the zip tie for quite some time, and I determined that the only way I was going to be able to break these restraints in a hurry was with some blunt outward force. If the ties were in front of me, I somehow knew that I could chicken wing my arms and punch myself in the stomach to break the ties right at their locking mechanism. Behind my back, though, this was going to be tricky. As the truck bounced up and down, I exaggerated the motion of the truck in order to begin yanking harder against my bonds. It wasn’t working.

      “Blah blah blah blah,” the man in front of me was saying to the man next to him.

      Annie was still sobbing, but I knew if I tried to console her or say anything to her at all I’d just end up on the receiving end of another pistol-whipping, and I needed to be conscious, if I wanted to have any hope of getting Annie out of this alive.

      The truck hit a particularly large divot, and I yanked down with all my might against the ties.

      “Hey,” the man in front of me said.

      The ties were insanely tight now. They were biting hard into my skin, and I could feel warm blood dripping on my wrists.

      “Hey,” the man said again, as I gave them one more jerk that wasn’t timed out with any particular motion of the truck.

      He flipped his gun around and pulled his arm back to crack me on the noggin just as the truck hit another huge divot in the road.

      I yelled and pulled with all my might just as his arm was coming forward. The ties snapped, and I reached in front of me with my right hand and snatched the pistol right out of the man’s grasp. His eyes went wide, and I instinctually flipped off the safety with my thumb. Annie called my name, and my mind began a war within itself that took place all in an instant.

      The first thing that happened was I realized that my brain was screaming for me to point the gun at the head of the man in front of me and pull the trigger. “Neutralize the threat” was a phrase that was figuratively flashing red in my mind. I ignored it, though, pointed the gun down, and shot the man in the knee. In the instant after I pulled the trigger, I reached across my own body with my left hand to push against the gun arm of the man who was taking point-blank aim at Annie’s head. I connected with his wrist just an instant before he squeezed the trigger. The shot went wild off to Annie’s and my right. Annie screamed, and I fired my weapon for a second time, this round hitting the knee of the man in front of Annie. He began doubling over in pain, and as he did, I grabbed his right wrist with my left hand, being careful to keep his gun pointed skyward, until I bent his wrist back far enough to cause it to break, which, of course, made him drop the gun.

      “Alden!” Annie was screaming.

      “I’m sorry!” I yelled to the man in front of me as I picked up the gun the other man had just dropped and put it in my back pocket. “I’m so, so sorry!”

      I hadn’t wanted to do any of that. I didn’t want to shoot anyone. As thankful as I was that Frank had stuck some skills in my head about being able to break the zip ties, I was mortified that I’d also been loaded up with these type of combat skills that were coming out during this horrible situation.

      “Oh my God!” I yelled. “How do you say I’m sorry in Spanish?” I asked the man in front of me, who had fallen to the floor of the truck and was holding his knee with both hands.

      “Chin guh tay!” he yelled at me . . . or something like that.

      I turned to the second man I’d shot and said the phrase back to him.

      “Chin guh tay. I’m so sorry. Chin guh tay. Chin guh tay.”

      “Chin guh tay!” the second man roared back at me as he sat on the bench, trying to hold onto his knee with his one working hand.

      “Sorry?” I said out loud. “Why is he sorry?” I asked the man on the floor in front of me.

      “Chin guh tay means fuck you, you moron!” he spat back.

      Oh. Great. So now I’d shot this guy, broken his wrist, and said “fuck you” to him.

      “Alden!” Annie yelled, snapping me out of whatever moral dilemma loop I’d just gotten myself stuck in.

      “You guys have any scissors or anything?” I asked the guy on the floor.

      “Chin guh tay!” he yelled.

      “Right. Chin guh tay,” I replied.

      The guy actually tried to get up, which I had to give him credit for, but his knee was a gross mess, and he fell right back down again. As he did, I noticed a small satchel that was on the floor near the rear of the truck. As I stepped to reach for it, the man on the floor reached for my ankle and tried to grab hold, but I instinctively pulled my leg back and then stomped on his hand as if it were a cockroach in my Hoboken apartment. He yelped in pain . . . and I apologized again, in English.

      “Stop fighting,” I said to him as he tried reaching for me yet again. “I don’t wanna”—I paused to stomp on his other hand—“do this.”

      This sucked.

      I was finally able to grab the little satchel and found within it two PCDs, which I assumed were mine and Annie’s, a plastic sleeve full of zip ties, about a half dozen gold ingots, and a little cutter tool.

      “Great,” I said out loud.

      I stepped back over the first man on the ground, checked to make sure that the man in front of Annie was still in so much pain that he was half blind with the agony, then reached behind Annie with the little cutter tool and freed her arms from the hook on the wall of the truck.

      Only then did I realize that the truck was stopped, and men were yelling at us from outside.

      How long had that been going on?

      Quickly, I pulled a long zip tie out of the satchel and used it to bind the wrists of the man on the floor behind his back. He struggled, but not as much as before. I stepped over to the other guy, whose wrist I’d broken, and while I couldn’t understand a word he was saying, I was pretty sure he was begging me not to zip tie his busted wrist.

      “I’m sorry, man,” I said to him. “I really am.” As I said this, I zipped his wrists together amidst much screaming, then zipped his ankles together with another tie and attached his wrist to his ankles with a third tie.

      “What are we gonna do?” Annie asked as the second man was secured.

      “I- I, uh . . . I’m working on it,” was all I could say.

      I picked the first man up off the floor, then walked him to the back of the truck.

      “Hey! Hey!” I yelled through the metal doors to the voices I was hearing outside. “Hola!” All I could hear in reply was nonsensical yelling, and they sounded pissed. I turned to the man in front of me and said, “You need to tell them we’re going to come out, but if they try anything, I’m going to have to shoot you.”

      I wouldn’t, but he didn’t need to know that.

      He gave me the dirtiest look I’d ever seen one man give another, then proceeded to shout back and forth through the door to the men outside. When he was done, the corner of one of his lips rose ever so slightly.

      “You didn’t tell them what I asked, did you?” I inquired.

      “Nope,” he replied, the tiny hint of a grin turning to a full-on smile. “I told them that Alejandro and I were both shot, injured, and zip tied, and that the moment you come out that they should start shooting. I asked them not to hit me if they could avoid it, but if not, I’m willing to die to see you burn, puta!”

      “Great,” I said flatly. “Thanks.”

      “Alden,” Annie said to me in a desperately pleading tone.

      “I’m thinking,” I replied.

      I grabbed the satchel again and pulled out one of the PCDs. I put my thumb on the reader, and it activated.

      “Good,” I said out loud. This one was mine, and I had an idea.

      I began running through the series of commands needed to adopt a false identity. On try number one I became Abraham Gonzalez.

      “Nope,” I said out loud.

      Next, I spoofed the ID of Matias Lopez.

      “Nope.”

      Then, Alejandro Hernandez.

      The first name was right. I just needed to check the rest.

      “Hey, Mr. Hernandez,” I said to the man hog-tied near Annie, checking to see if this was indeed the Alejandro I was looking for. He looked at me, recognition of his own name written plain on his face.

      “Got it,” I said out loud.

      “What are you doing?” Annie asked me.

      “I just assumed the identity of our buddy Alejandro here,” I said, as I scrolled to his list of “registered vehicles” on my PCD. “And since Alejandro is a police officer and this is apparently an official police vehicle, I now have access to the controls.”

      “So?” Annie asked.

      Alejandro was still writhing in pain, but I had to move him to the back of the truck, where his other buddy was lying on the floor and cursing me out. The benches now cleared out, I told Annie to get down on the floor of the truck between them.

      “Why?” she asked. Then, more sternly, “Alden, what are you doing?”

      “I’m not really sure, Annie,” I said with all honesty. “I’m just kinda winging it here.”

      I located the vehicle we were in on my PCD and navigated to the “vehicle controls.” From here, I would be able to unlock the back door of the truck, which was something I’d need to do in order to get out, since it apparently only unlocked from the outside or via PCD remote control. After that, though, I needed to try to find a way of actually stepping through that door without the two men who had been in the cab of the truck when this whole thing began shooting me dead on the spot. The truck apparently didn’t have an auto-drive feature, nor did it have a remote control option, which would have been perfect for me to just drive us out of here from my spot in the back of vehicle, but it did have Bluetooth connectivity.

      “Alden,” Annie said again, this time almost desperately.

      “When I open this door,” I said to her, “I need you to get as small as possible. Just curl up into a little ball and stay as low as you can.”

      I think she was about to ask me what I was going to do for a third time, but I didn’t give her the chance.

      I linked my PCD to the stereo of the truck, turned up the volume to maximum, and hit play on the first music playlist that showed up in my library.

      “You are now about to witness the power of street knowledge,” the speakers in the cab of the truck blared at full volume.

      The info that scrolled across the screen of my PCD said, “Classical Gangsta Rap – NWA - Straight Outta Compton.”

      “Perfect,” I said out loud, just as I heard the two men outside the truck start yelling in response to the voice coming from the cab of their truck. As the two of them rushed along the side of the truck, making their way forward, I unlocked the back door from my PCD, put the little device in my pocket, and jumped out the back door just as the overly loud drumbeat of the song started pounding.

      Gun in hand, I reversed the grip on the pistol as I landed on the ground and ran full speed around the passenger side of the truck, where I quickly came up on one of the men, who until recently had been barring our exit. The music was so loud that he didn’t hear me coming, and I had the opportunity to pistol-whip him right in the back of the head. He fell like a sack of rocks to the ground. One down, one to go, but I didn’t think I’d be able to pull off that same move twice. The first man had just reached the cab of the truck when I’d gotten to him. By now, the second man would have already had a chance to look into the cab and, seeing no one there, would be turning back around.

      Without thinking, I dropped to the ground and looked across the bottom of the truck. Sure enough, I could see the feet of the second man making his way back toward the rear of the truck. I drew the gun, took aim, and shot his left ankle just as he got to the rear edge of the truck.

      This vehicle had a lot of clearance to it, so instead of getting up and running around it, I just barrel rolled beneath it, coming out right behind the man I’d just downed. He had dropped his pistol either the moment I’d shot him or the instant he’d hit the ground, but was just now reaching for the gun, which was only a foot or so away from his hand. I popped to my feet just in time to close the short distance between us and boot the gun away like an awkward metal soccer ball.

      “Chin guh tay!” I yelled to him over the blaring music. “No wait, I mean, I’m sorry!”

      “Chin guh tay!” he screamed back at me from the ground.

      I went to step around him to go to the back of the truck, but he rose and looked like he was going to make a dash for the gun I’d kicked away. I fired my gun once into the air to get his attention, and in the split moment he hesitated, I reversed the grip of the gun and hit him on the back side of the head. He was down, but not out like the first man I’d tried this on.

      Quickly, I ran to the back of the truck, where both Alejandro and the man who had originally been sitting across from me when I’d woken up were both writhing on the ground and screaming. I reached past both of them, grabbed the little satchel, fished out a couple of zip ties, then ran over to secure the man I’d just hit in the head before he could come back to his senses. I did my best to pull Alejandro and the other man out of the truck as gently as I could, but, let’s face it, gently moving a two-hundred-pound man who doesn’t want to cooperate isn’t very easy, so I basically just ended up dragging them out the back and depositing them on the ground roughly. I grabbed a couple more zip ties out of the bag to secure the first man I’d knocked out, then grabbed my PCD and hit “stop” on the music.

      “You okay, Annie?” I called into the truck as I was coming back around to the rear door.

      “Yeah,” came her reply, though it sounded a bit more like a question than a statement.
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      Annie was indeed just fine. I, however, well, I was feeling like shit. And yes, I was swearing now. I mean, why not? I just shot three guys, broke one of their wrists, and gave two of them pretty serious concussions. Not like the occasional F bomb or S word is gonna be the thing that’ll prevent me from getting a halo at this point.

      “We can’t just keep driving this police truck,” Annie said from the passenger seat as we rumbled down a mostly paved road.

      “I know,” I said. I had disabled the GPS on the truck so that when the authorities realized that they needed to start tracking it, they wouldn’t be able to find it too easily. However, driving around in the equivalent of a stolen New York City Paddy Wagon isn’t exactly what one might call inconspicuous. With no GPS on board the truck and no GPS capabilities on our PCDs, I had no idea where we were, so my only plan for right now was to drive to some place with some signs of life and hopefully buy ourselves a new car. That vehicle would, of course, need to have GPS on board, so we could get ourselves pointed in the right direction toward Bogota.

      “How do you feel?” Annie asked me, ever the psychologist.

      “Shitty,” I said, trying out my first S bomb on her.

      She actually laughed.

      I smiled but remained silent for a little while after that, and Annie let the silence stand. After almost a minute, I just blurted out, “I’ve never gotten so much as a ticket for jaywalking. Never been late paying a bill. I pay my taxes, obey the law, and . . . and—”

      “And now you’re wanted in three different countries for crimes ranging from murder to smuggling to assault?” Annie finished the thought for me.

      “Yeah!” I replied, exasperated and staying just this side of whining about it. Then, something she said hit me, “Wait, three?”

      “Yeah. The US, Cuba, and Colombia,” she replied.

      “I didn’t do anything in Cuba.”

      “Well, you did smuggle all of those ingots from Cuba to Colombia so, I don’t know. I’m not sure how that works,” she said. “Maybe you’re just a two-country criminal.”

      I laughed, which is exactly what she was trying to make me do. God, she was good. I love her so much.

      We continued on the same road for a while, until it ended at the intersection of another road that seemed to be much better paved. I only had one decision to make at this point: go left, or go right. At first, I figured that one direction was just as good as another, until it occurred to me that our eventual destination of Bogota was inland, which meant that we’d need to travel west. I looked around at some shadows being cast by nearby trees and, knowing it was still morning, determined that the road ran east to west, and west was left. I knew it wouldn’t take us all the way there, but any bit of ground we could cover in the right direction seemed good to me.

      We traveled on the new road for about fifteen minutes, for the first time since we’d been in this country enjoying a road that didn’t make you bounce in your seat as you traveled it. Eventually, we saw a couple of signs on the side of the road, followed shortly by signs of a little town up ahead. Knowing we couldn’t very well just roll on up to the new town in our stolen Police Truck, I took the first opportunity to pull the vehicle off the road and onto a narrow field with a thicket of trees that I was hoping might be a full-blown forest on the far side of it.

      “We need to ditch the truck,” I said to Annie once she looked over at me as I began to drive off the road.

      We bumped our way across the field, giving me bad flashbacks to about forty minutes ago, when this truck was last making its way over a field, and slowly approached the tree line. The spacing of the trees was almost perfect for our purpose. Close to the field, the trees were spaced pretty far apart, which allowed me to drive the truck into the arboreal area with very little difficulty. About fifty yards in, the trees became more densely packed, which made it a little tougher for me to maneuver, but would also make it harder for anyone to see the truck if they happened to be driving by on the road we’d just come from. A couple three-point turns and one nine-point turn later, I’d wedged the big gray truck in between a thicket of tall, dark trees, and we both hopped out and started to make our way back to the field.

      “Looks good,” Annie acknowledged as she looked back into the woods, trying to see if the truck was at all visible from where we were now.

      Only if you were really looking for it would you be able to see even the faintest sign of the truck. As for the fact that I’d left two somewhat obvious tire tracks across the field on my way to the woods, well, the only thing we could do about that was walk the same tracks back out to the road, doing our best to kick the trampled grass back up to a standing position. It wasn’t going to be perfect, but I was hoping it would do the trick just long enough for us to make our way into and out of town.

      “Nothing suspicious about two Gringos walking into a random Colombian town with no possessions except their PCDs and . . .” Annie paused as she looked to be checking out my butt. “Did you keep one of the guns?”

      “Yeah,” I replied guiltily. “I’m not exactly a fan of the things, but as you’ve seen, they have come in kind of handy lately.”

      “Well, fine, but, maybe you should try to stick it into your waistband or something so it’s not sticking out of your back pocket for the whole world to see.”

      “Oh. Good idea,” I replied, doing my best to shove the thing down the back of my pants like I’d seen done on TV. It was highly uncomfortable.

      “Wait,” I said, stopping dead in my tracks. “I need to switch our identities again.”

      “Oh, right,” Annie said, her eyes widening.

      Her identity of Lindsay King had been logged by the Colombian police while we were still on board The Runner, so we’d need to ditch that immediately. I’d ditched the identity of Michael Tully in favor of Alejandro Hernandez, the police officer I’d shot in the knee and broken his wrist.

      My experience in cloning Alejandro’s identity while we were in the back of the truck had confirmed some of my earlier guesses about how this identity spoofing thing worked. I’d only been guessing about the range at which it would work, and it seemed that since the Colombian police had driven us to such a remote area, that the only identities that were coming up for me at that point were the identities of the police officers nearby. That still didn’t let me know the exact range for this protocol to work, but I knew it was pretty short, and that made me slightly nervous about spoofing two identities right now, knowing that they would very likely be coming from two people who lived in the little town we were about to enter. We’d have to be very careful about making any purchases that would reveal our new names during the transaction. It would be kind of awkward to be paying for breakfast and have the waiter notice that you were him, or that he was you, or . . . it would just be awkward.

      I grabbed Annie’s PCD first and, after following the now very familiar sequence, informed her that she was now Marianna Ortiz.

      “Best I could do,” I said sheepishly. I’d actually tried seven other identities before settling on that one, and they all sounded very Spanish. Annie didn’t really look like an Ortiz . . . at all, but, you know what they say about beggars slash identity thieves.

      A moment later, I went to work on my own PCD and said, “And you can now address me as Sebastian Rojas.”

      Again, it was the best I could find.

      “Call me Bash,” I said. “I’ll call you Mary.”

      She just shook her head and started walking. “Okay, Bash,” she called back over her shoulder, making the name sound even sillier than I thought possible.

      “And put your hands in your pockets,” she said as we approached the first house at the edge of the town.

      I did, but it hurt. My wrists were all cut to hell from breaking out of the zip ties. I probably looked a little weird walking with both of my hands buried in both of my front pockets, but I’m guessing it was better than looking like I’d just come down from the cross. That said, I’d be looking to pick up a nice, loose, long-sleeved shirt the first chance I got.

      The first little house we passed gave way to two more. After that was another little cluster of single-story homes, and after a short distance we heard some voices coming from around the corner of a taller two-story place that looked like it was probably a small apartment complex. Turning the corner, we found a very small open-air market, and by very small, I mean it was tiny. One little old lady selling some fruit and produce, and another littler but slightly less old lady selling some clothing.

      “Hola,” the shortest one called to Annie and me almost as soon as we turned the corner. This did not look like a place that attracted a whole lot of customers, so, when the woman saw us, two obvious out-of-towners, her face almost literally lit up at the prospect of making a sale.

      I said, “Hola” back and looked beyond the two diminutive women to see that this probably was what you might call the “downtown” of this little area. There were a handful of small storefronts on this particular street, but none of them had opened yet. It occurred to me that I had no idea what time of day it was, so I snuck a peek at my PCD to see that it was only a couple minutes before 8:00 AM.

      “Blabidy blah blah,” the woman at the clothing cart said, and while I still didn’t understand a damn thing anyone in this country was saying, I somehow knew she was asking, “What are you looking for?” or “What can I sell you?” or something like that.

      Annie grabbed the first button-down long-sleeved shirt she saw on the rack and held it out in front of me so I could slip it on over my T-shirt, while keeping my bloody wrists as inconspicuous as possible. The woman moved with astonishing speed that belied her apparent age in order to approach the two of us and did her “blabidy blah blah” thing, and this time I was pretty sure translated to numbers.

      “Twenty dollars?” Annie threw out, taking a wild stab at a price.

      “Americano?” the woman asked.

      “Yes,” Annie replied.

      “Thirty,” the woman said with a thick Spanish accent.

      “Okay,” Annie replied.

      The woman couldn’t hide her grin. I’m guessing the shirt was probably only selling for five American dollars or less, so this was the sale of the month for her.

      “PCD,” she said, holding hers out and waiting for Annie to swipe her own unit in order to make the money transfer.

      Annie grabbed her PCD, unlocked it with her thumb, and thought-commanded the transfer of thirty dollars, and with only a slight hiccup of nervous hesitation, swiped her unit across the other woman’s.

      Please don’t be Mariana Ortiz, I thought to myself in regards to the little saleswoman. Please don’t know Mariana Ortiz.

      The woman stole a glance at her PCD, pocketed it, and said, “Gracias, Mariana.”

      I literally blew out a sigh of relief.

      Feeling confident that Annie’s stolen identity wasn’t anyone too well known, at least in this particular little spot, we repeated the process at the fruit and produce cart, overpaying for a fresh fruit breakfast.

      “Do you know where we could purchase a car?” Annie asked the woman at the clothing cart. She had at least showed the facility for a few words of English while we were buying our food.

      Instead of responding, the little old lady just grabbed a couple small bags of fruit and said, “Yes? Yes?”

      “No,” Annie replied. “A car.” She made the little motion with her two hands that people make when they pretend to be driving.

      I was about to look up the Spanish word for “car” on my PCD, though I was pretty sure the woman understood but was only interested in selling fruit and produce, not offering up car purchase referrals.

      “Hello, hello,” a man’s voice called out from a little shop just two doors down from where we were standing.

      The door had swung open, revealing a man standing there. If I had to guess, I would say he was maybe in his mid-twenties, wearing a newish-looking pair of jeans and a form-fitting silk, maybe polyester, button-down short-sleeved shirt.

      “You looking to buy a car?” he asked us.

      “What’s with eagle ears over there?” I said sarcastically to Annie. He must have been eavesdropping pretty intently to have heard us from inside his shop some two doors down.

      Annie ignored me and replied, “Yes. We are. We’d been traveling with a couple we met over in Castillogrande, but the two of them got into this huge never-ending fight, and we just asked them to drop us off at the nearest town. We want to continue our trip, though, so we’re just looking for something cheap that can get us from point A to point B.”

      How the hell does she come up with this stuff?

      “I got just what you need,” the man said with a big salesy smile.

      He motioned for us to follow him into his shop, and since I was highly doubtful that he was keeping any sedans or pickup trucks in what looked like the local town hardware store, I did a quick little check of the gun I’d stuffed into my pants. You know, just to make sure it was still there and accessible.

      “Come on in. Come on in,” he said in only lightly accented English as he waved for us to follow him inside.

      I went first and saw a bunch of half-empty shelves stocked with tools, tape, some small bags of gravel, and other odds and ends like that.

      “Out back,” he said, as he walked through the store and opened up a door on the back wall.

      I looked back to check on Annie, and she gave me one of those is-this-cool looks, to which I responded with an, I-guess-so look of my own.

      I walked through the small shop, Annie on my heels, then stepped through the back door, which led us right back outside. The sun was bright, and it took me a moment to register what I was looking at.

      “What do you think?” Eagle Ears asked.

      “This?” I said, looking at a poop-brown rust bucket, the make and model of which I couldn’t have guessed if my life depended on it.

      “Does it even run?” I asked, highly doubting that it would.

      “Does it run?” Eagle Ears asked in the mocking tone that only a salesman getting ready to show you his big reveal could ever get away with using. “Does it run?” he said again, this time scoffing at the question.

      He pulled open the driver’s side door, which, of course, protested wildly in the form of a high-pitched creak, plunked down into the driver’s seat of the car, causing the shocks to make similar noises of agony, waved his PCD across the dash in a completely unnecessary show of flamboyance, then pressed a button on the dash, which caused the motor to begin making its attempt at turning over.

      “One second,” he said, holding up one finger as the engine whirred without catching. “Just one second.”

      Sure enough, a moment later, the engine came to life and, miracle of all miracles, the thing didn’t even backfire.

      He hopped out of the car with a triumphant look on his face, exclaiming, “Does it run?”

      “How much?” Annie asked.

      I suppose we could have shopped around a little bit, but—

      “One million dollars American,” Eagle Ears said with a look that seemed to ask, “And isn’t that just the best deal ever?”

      “No. No way!” I exclaimed. I looked at Annie and shook my head wildly. “We already paid—”

      “One thousand,” she said, cutting me off.

      “Deal,” Eagle Ears said.

      “Huh?” I asked.

      What just happened?
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      Annie had paid for the car and taken ownership of it on her PCD but told me to get behind the wheel as she walked around to the passenger’s side. We both got in, and I had to take a moment to try to figure out what had just happened.

      “When he threw out his first price of a million dollars, I had a mini panic attack, thinking about what we’d gone through with Kevin, Domingo, and The Runner,” I said to Annie.

      “I could tell,” she replied with a smile.

      Eagle Ears had left the car running for us, so I just put it in Reverse, backed out of the little spot behind the hardware store, and crept out onto the street.

      “What’s with the million-dollar price anyway?” I asked. “That was crazy.”

      “He was just throwing it out there,” she replied.

      As I put the car into “drive” and started making my way down the street, I had to admit, it certainly did look like a big crap bucket, but once the motor started running, the thing did run nicely.

      “He saw two out-of-place Americans,” Annie continued. “I’m guessing he just wanted to see how rich and how dumb the rich, dumb Americans were. You never know, throw out the price of a million and maybe you get it.”

      “That’s crazy,” I said.

      “Well, I’m no car expert, but I’m thinking he still did pretty good by settling on a thousand dollars.”

      “Well, either that,” I said, “or the reward money he’s getting for turning us in made it so that he didn’t care what price we actually paid him for the car.”

      “Huh?” Annie asked, spinning her head to face forward, finally seeing what I was looking at.

      “Blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah!” came a very pissed-off voice from the loudspeaker of one of the three police cars set up in front of us.

      This was getting to be exhausting.

      I stopped the car, and a bullet hole immediately appeared in the windshield between us.

      “Holy shit!” Annie yelled as I told her to get down.

      I should have known better. No way were the Colombian police going to let two people suspected of killing fifteen of their maritime officers and injuring four more of them on land get away easily. As it was now, it didn’t look like they had any interest in even pretending to try to bring us in alive.

      I threw the car into reverse and floored it.

      “Stay down!” I yelled to Annie, as she started to poke her head up after the initial shot.

      After a couple of interminable moments where the tires just spun on the dusty road, refusing to gain any purchase, they finally caught, and we shot backwards so fast that my chest actually bounced off of the steering wheel.

      BANG, BANG, BANG.

      I heard three more shots fire and felt, as much as saw, another hole appear in the windshield.

      “You okay?” I asked Annie in a bit of a panic.

      “Yeah,” came her tentative reply.

      I scrunched down in my seat, only reaching up for a brief moment to adjust the rearview mirror so that I could see behind us from my lower vantage point. As soon as I did, I saw another car shooting out behind us from between two buildings, and it looked like I was going to smash right into it if I didn’t do something.

      “Shit!” I yelled out loud, cutting the wheel as hard as I could, shifting into neutral for just a moment, then slamming it into drive and mashing the pedal to the ground just in time to complete a two-hundred-degree spin going the full twenty past one-eighty, so that we’d just barely pass by the car that was obviously trying to ram us.

      “Thanks, Frank,” I said, looking skyward since I was pretty sure these skills behind the wheel were most definitely his.

      I wasn’t sure if the road we were on right now was actually a road, or just a somewhat wide alley. Much like the rest of the streets in this little town, it looked like it had been paved at one point in time, but that was just a memory by now. I didn’t like being stuck between buildings like we were, since it prevented me from seeing what was around the next corner. Speaking of which . . .

      “Alden!” Annie yelled.

      Another police vehicle had just emerged right in front of us, and there was nothing to do but clip the front end of it and keep on going. My front right bumper connected with their front left quarter panel and sent them spinning off out of our way. Annie had gotten her hands up in front of her and only bounced slightly off of the dash, while I had held onto the wheel as tightly as I could in order to prevent myself from getting another circle-shaped bruise on my torso.

      “Buckle up! Buckle up!” I called to Annie.

      I had a feeling that wouldn’t be our only instance of bumper cars.

      “What about you?” she asked, as she sat up just far enough to reach back and grab her shoulder buckle.

      “I’m a little busy,” I said with all earnestness.

      I could see some taller buildings off in the distance and knew our only shot of shaking this many tails was getting to a much more crowded area. I had no idea how many blocks this dusty little town consisted of, but the more time I spent traveling its tight grid, the more likely they were going to be able to box us in.

      “Hold on,” I said, while preparing to cut the wheel hard in a direction that would take us right off the road and onto some open grass space alongside us.

      BANG, BANG, BANG, BANG.

      Gunfire erupted from behind us as I departed from the road and started aiming across the open field. The car was making some pretty funky noises at this point, and I had no idea if that was a result of our little collision, some shots that had connected, or maybe just from the fact that it looked like the car was about to fall apart sitting still, let alone being raced across a bumpy field.

      “I’m trying to get us to that city up there,” I said in answer to a look Annie gave me. “I don’t exactly have a plan, but I know we need more options than what this town has for us.”

      A quick check of the rearview showed me that three cars were following us directly across the field. Two more cars were racing along the street I’d departed from in order to access this field, and I could just barely make out two more vehicles much farther away, traveling at routes perpendicular to the one I’d just pulled off of. So long as we could keep this speed up, and so long as the car didn’t shake itself to pieces before the end of this field, it looked like we’d just be able to beat all of our pursuers in a race to a main road I could see up ahead.

      “What if they call ahead?” Annie asked.

      “I’m sure they will, if they haven’t already,” I replied. “But there’s nowhere else to go.”

      The city was going to be our only play right now. There were too many cars behind us, and forward was the only direction we could go.

      As we bounced along the field, the vibrations in the car were literally making my teeth clack, and it was because of this that I hadn’t pinned the pedal yet. I really wasn’t sure if the car could take it. If Annie was right, though, and help would be coming from that city to cut us off, the condition of our car really didn’t matter. I floored it.

      The main road that led to the city was now in sight. I couldn’t tell a ditch in the field from a patch of dead grass, so I was basically just praying that we could make it there in one piece. With a bump and a rattle that actually made me bite my tongue, we hopped the little border between the dirt and grass of the field, which spun us up and onto the road.

      A quick check of the rearview showed that there was still plenty of distance between us and any of the cars behind us, but still, I kept it floored. There were a couple small buildings approaching on either side of the street, but the real city didn’t look like it started for at least another half mile or so. I checked the speedometer and was shocked to see that this pile of crap was doing one seventy-seven.

      “Wait a minute,” I said out loud, then realized the readout was in kilometers per hour. I didn’t have time to do math—I just needed to go fast.

      It was the longest half mile of my entire life. There were at least seven cars behind us now. That would have been more than enough to hem us in back in the little town, but we’d acted fast, gotten lucky, and gotten out of there, but just barely.

      With one eye, I was watching those seven cars slowly gain on us. Whatever a hundred seventy-seven kilometers per hour was, they were going faster. Worse than that, I was starting to get this horrible feeling that a bunch of cars were going to emerge from that city in front of us just as soon as we got there.

      Incredibly, I was wrong. I could hear some sirens from up ahead, but as I shot past the first huge building and onto a cleanly paved road, I didn’t see anyone blocking our path just yet.

      Traffic was non-existent at this far end of the city, and the buildings were whizzing by almost too fast for me to make any sense out of them. All of a sudden, something caught my eye, and I yelled, “Hold on!”

      I slammed on the brake, cut the wheel, and angled our vehicle toward the entrance of a parking garage that I’d come this close to not noticing. I angled the car toward a ramp leading up and into the garage but noticed too late that I was about to enter through the exit.

      All I saw in front of us was a huge mass of black-and-silver metal.

      “Shi—”
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      All I could see was white, and I hurt absolutely everywhere.

      “Blah blah blah blah blah blah!”

      Someone was yelling. Oh shit. They caught us.

      “Alden. Alden?” That was Annie. “Are you okay?”

      I got my bearings just enough to realize that everything looked white because my face was buried in some old-school air bag.

      “Ow,” was all I could say.

      I looked over to see Annie fumbling with her belt buckle and alternately trying to push an airbag out of her own face.

      “Blah blah blah!” That yelling again.

      I somehow managed to release my door and attempted to step out of the car but actually fell out of the door right onto my back.

      “Hey!” a voice yelled.

      It was some guy in a really nice gray suit, and he looked pissed.

      “Blah blah blah blah!” he yelled at me.

      I was lying there looking up at him, when I realized that something really uncomfortable was jamming into my lower back. I rolled partway onto my side and reached in that direction to grab it.

      “Mierda!” the man said with a start as I brought the object around in front of me.

      Oh. Right. It was that gun I’d taken from those police I’d had to escape from.

      He put both of his hands up, palms out at about face level, and took two steps back. I somehow managed to get up to my feet and do a quick survey of the situation.

      “Annie?” I called out, keeping the gun pointed at the man.

      “Yeah?” she replied.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Good,” I said. “Come around this side.”

      Now that I was up on my feet, I could see what I was looking at. At the same moment we were just about to enter the parking garage, this guy was driving his big fat Mag SUV down the ramp and was just about to mesh up with the street magnets when I wedged myself beneath him.

      “Take his PCD,” I said to Annie. Then, looking at the man, I said, “PCD,” and made some sort of gesture, indicating that I wanted him to take it out of his pocket and hand it to Annie.

      “Blah blah blah blah,” he replied, looking at his car.

      “I think he’s saying it’s in the car,” Annie replied.

      “Good,” I replied. “Check it out.”

      I kept the gun trained on the man as Annie used the open door of our car to stand up and reach up to the Mag SUV, which was still wedged on top of our vehicle. With some difficulty, she climbed up, opened the passenger side door of the Mag vehicle, and heaved herself in.

      “Yeah, it’s right here,” she called down to me, holding the little PCD out the window with one hand as proof.

      “Down on the ground!” I shouted at the man, gesturing for him to get down.

      All of this had only taken about a minute or so, but the sirens were pretty much right on top of us now.

      “Down!” I yelled and shot the gun once into the air.

      Honestly, I really hadn’t even meant to do that, but I was very near to being in a panic, and it just kind of happened.

      The man fell to his knees, then went prostrate, blabbering some stuff I obviously couldn’t understand. Annie stuck her head out of the Mag SUV’s window to see what was going on.

      “It was me,” I said up to her, trying to explain the gunshot. “It was an accident.”

      I kept the weapon leveled at the man on the ground, then awkwardly climbed up into the Mag SUV the same way Annie had gone a moment earlier.

      “Look out,” I said to her as I clambered over her, sticking my ass right in her face and landing on the driver’s seat.

      The vehicle was still running, but I actually had no idea how to operate one of these things. Thankfully, it all looked pretty much the same as a regular car. I got myself situated then put it in reverse, backing the big beast off of our ruined little car. The man I’d left lying on the ground had gotten up and was screaming at us like a lunatic, until I put the Mag SUV in drive and kind of demolition-derby-style knocked the little crap-box we’d been driving out of the way.

      “Shi—”  I started to say but had to swallow the word as my stomach lurched down toward my feet. We’d apparently moved out far enough into the street for the magnets in the road to engage with the vehicle, and we shot about fifteen feet right up into the air.

      BANG, BANG, BANG.

      Man, I was getting tired of hearing gunfire.

      “Alden!” Annie yelled.

      I slammed on the accelerator, not knowing for sure if that would make us go, or just make the wheels spin in midair.

      It made us go, fast.

      “Ohhhhphf,” was the closest approximation I can come up with for the sound that came out of my mouth. When I hit the accelerator, we literally just shot from standing still to some sort of ridiculous speed that I never knew was possible. There was no friction and no resistance besides the wind for our acceleration, so the sirens and gunshots that had literally just been right on top of us were now barely a faint set of pops and whines way off in the distance.

      “I had . . . no idea these things were this fast,” I said to Annie as I let off the pedal a little bit and let my stomach connect with the rest of my body.

      Back in New York, and all over the US in fact, there was no speed limit for Mag vehicles, but rarely did you ever see people just zooming around in them at full speed. I had always kind of wondered about the reasoning behind that and only now realized that the very real possibility of barfing in your own lap probably wasn’t worth the couple extra minutes you’d save on the trip.

      “Where are you going?” Annie asked.

      I looked over to make momentary eye contact with her and noticed for the first time that her face seemed to be littered with a bunch of tiny little cuts.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” she replied, seeming slightly annoyed that I kept asking that. “Where are you going?” she repeated.

      I literally had no idea. I had let up on the pedal a little bit, but the buildings were still whizzing past us at a speed that made everything just look like a big blur.

      “I think we need to ditch this car as soon as we can,” I said.

      She nodded, knowing just as well as I did that Mag tracks were pretty ubiquitous within major metropolitan areas, but when traveling from city to city or, in this case, province to province, there was usually just one road with a single Mag track on it, and traveling that route, no matter how fast, would make it pretty easy for the authorities to find us and track us down.

      I’d been going in a straight line for quite some time now and finally decided to make a turn. I slowed until I saw a cross-street and began to turn the wheel, but nothing happened. My confusion only lasted a moment, though, as the Mag SUV quickly made the left turn down the street without my having to spin the wheel any farther than I’d already done.

      “Cool,” I said out loud.

      Annie gave me one of those “What?” looks.

      “You don’t actually have to steer the thing. You just spin the wheel either left or right, and once you get to the next perpendicular Mag track, the car executes the turn for you . . . I think.”

      “Cool,” Annie said as she nodded her acknowledgment. “But where are you going?” she asked yet again, her frustration evident this time.

      I was about to answer when I heard a very loud and disturbing noise that seemed to be coming from right behind us.

      “What the—”  I started to ask as I looked in the rearview mirror and saw, of all things, a police helicopter no more than fifty yards behind us. From my brief glance, I could see that the thing seemed to be outfitted with some sort of guns, and while I was pretty sure that they’d want a really good shot at us before opening fire in the middle of a crowded city, I didn’t want to stick around to test that theory out.

      I pinned the pedal, and the copter quickly turned to a little speck in my mirror.

      “Shit,” Annie said.

      I nodded my commiseration, then slowed and looked for another turn to take. We found one, but within just a few seconds we’d regained our whirly bird tail.

      I turned our vehicle again, and this time watched the copter rise skyward, obviously waiting to see which direction I went.

      “It’s cat and mouse,” Annie said.

      “And there’s nowhere to go,” I added.

      Within this city, we were stuck in a grid, just like it was when we were back in that little town. It was worse now, though, because we were stuck in normal two-dimensional travel, while our pursuer had the ability to travel in three dimensions, allowing them to take a shortcut to anywhere we wanted to go. At this point, I realized we had three options. Keep playing this game,  risk finding the one Mag road out of town, get on that and hope for the best, or, come up with something else.

      “Buckle up,” I said to Annie, as “something else” punched me in the brain.

      “Oh no,” she said, but didn’t ask for any more info.

      I didn’t know if the Mag SUV could do a one-eighty, or if, in order to reverse your direction on a road, you had to go around an entire block. Before, when I had been turning, I only spun the wheel a little bit, maybe fifteen or twenty degrees. To test out my full turning capabilities, I let off the pedal and spun the wheel hard counterclockwise. Sure enough, we spun a full one hundred eighty degrees, floated backwards for just a moment, then reengaged in a forward direction.

      “Cool,” I said.

      Annie looked . . . nervous.

      I’d gotten my bearings within this city a little bit over the past couple of minutes and started to make my way back to what seemed like the biggest and busiest road. I was on the lookout for another Mag Car. Even in a major city like New York, they weren’t super common, and I hadn’t seen a single one here yet, but I really needed to find one.

      “Do I even want to know?” Annie asked as I let our vehicle come to a complete stop before getting ready to turn onto the main road.

      “Probably not,” I replied.

      It seemed like an eternity, during which time I heard, and then saw, the copter coming up right behind us, but finally, I saw another Mag Car coming from my left. It was going fast, but before it got too close, I cut the wheel right, hit the accelerator, and turned out onto the main road right in front of it. I looked in my rearview to see the copter ascending skyward and preparing to loop around to take up position behind us as soon as it could.

      I gunned it, putting as much distance between us and the car I’d cut off as possible. Then, I let off the accelerator, hit the brake, and spun the wheel counterclockwise as fast as I could. Just as before, we executed a full one-eighty.

      Annie was still wearing that “oh shit” look but did nothing more than re-check that her seat belt was still on.

      The copter had indeed realigned itself onto our path and would have been chasing us down from behind had I not just spun us around. Now, it was coming right at us. Also coming right at us, was the other Mag Car I’d cut off and left in the dust a number of blocks back.

      “Hold on,” I said to Annie as I depressed the pedal almost all the way to the floor.

      I was going to have to time this out perfectly.
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      I waited a moment, then hit the pedal hard. The driver of the car directly in front of me wouldn’t be worried in the slightest about a collision because they knew that the car with priority would simply leap frog the other car, and then be deposited right back on the Mag track as soon as the car below was cleared.

      “Wait . . . shit,” I said out loud.

      “What!” Annie asked with a fair amount of panic in her voice.

      “I don’t actually know which car gets priority,” is all I had time to say before it was too late.

      I had been expecting to get launched into the air. I was timing it out just right, so that I’d leapfrog the car below just in time to clip the nose of the helicopter and send it spinning out of the sky. It was a really good plan, and I had timed it out with precision. Only thing was, my car was apparently the one that had priority, so instead of launching into the air, much to the surprise of the men in the oncoming helicopter, Annie and I stayed right where we were and watched in shock as the car in front of us attempted to launch itself into the air.

      I say “attempt” because there just so happened to be a big police helicopter right above it at the moment the other car was trying to execute its leapfrog. From what I could tell as I quickly looked through our sunroof, their car bounced right off the bottom of the copter and came down hard somewhere near the back of our vehicle. The resulting collision forced us right off the Mag track and down to the street below.

      “Oh shiiiiiiii—” I yelled as we landed hard on our front two wheels but still with enough forward momentum to keep going straight down the street, the back half of our big SUV bouncing twice before all four wheels were contacting the ground for long enough that I could hit the brakes. As the car skidded out, bringing us closer and closer to the glass-fronted entrance of a large shopping plaza, the last thing I saw before we crashed through it was the car that had leapfrogged us lying on its side off to the edge of the road and the blades of the helicopter slamming into the side of a steel building as it rapidly lost altitude, plummeting toward the ground.

      I never saw the copter hit the ground because, instead of being able to watch that catastrophe happen in my rearview, I found myself staring directly into some sort of a women’s clothing store.

      “Holy shit!” Annie yelled.

      Neither of us apparently had much else to say about this gigantic fiasco because I had said the same thing at the same time.

      I took a moment to catch my breath, then asked her, “You good?”

      She didn’t reply, but from what I could see, she looked to be okay.

      I unbuckled my seat belt and hopped down out of the car. People were running everywhere. We had apparently just smashed through the front of a trendy shopping plaza and were now staring at a big neon sign that said Bonitas.

      I walked around to the passenger side and helped Annie down out of the SUV. I grabbed hold of her hand and started running the same direction everyone else was going—away from the big Mag SUV that had just crashed into the place.

      “Wait,” I said, stopping quickly.

      About three stores down from Bonitas was a trendy eyeglass store. It occurred to me that both Annie and I had lost our Shadez, probably during the incident with the police on The Runner, and now that we were back amongst civilization and technology, obfuscating our identities from Big Brother was going to be very important.

      “Excuse me,” I said to a woman inside the store, who was half torn between just wanting to run and taking a moment to pull down the security gate.

      “Como?” she said.

      What did she call me?

      I gently pushed past her and grabbed the first two pair of Shadez I saw sitting atop one of the display counters.

      “I’m sorry,” I said to the woman, who, while taking a moment to give me a very dirty look, decided it was more important to become a part of the fleeing mass of people than to try and stop the dumb American thief.

      “I really am sorry,” I called after her, then put on a pair of the stolen glasses and handed the other ones to Annie.

      “Where to now?” she asked.

      “Same place everyone else is going,” I said, grasping her hand again and running back out into the main hallway of the mall.

      The more people were running, the more people wanted to join in. Really, it was probably only about forty or fifty people who had seen me and Annie crash through the front entrance of the mall. Those forty or fifty had started running immediately, and like a herd of deer running from a lion, the pack grew, and no one wanted to be left behind to see what everyone was running from.

      “This is good,” I said out loud, but mostly to myself.

      “What is?” Annie asked, having apparently heard me.

      “The crowd. Being part of this crowd is good.”

      Then, the news got even better.

      Thank God. I could really use some good luck right about now.

      Up ahead, I saw what looked to be a map with a whole bunch of colored lines on it that were pointing in all directions, and next to that, was a set of stairs leading down.

      “A subway,” I said.

      A lot of people were running down those stairs, but not so many that it was completely jammed up. Holding tight onto Annie’s hand, we got shoulder to shoulder and pushed our way down two, then three sets of stairs, until we found ourselves standing on the lower level of the subway. There were turnstiles up ahead, and I had a moment of panic, not being able to remember if the identity currently locked to my PCD was one the police knew of or not. I was just about to risk it and swipe the device across the payment band when the man beside me simply hopped the turnstile in front of him and continued out onto the subway platform.

      “Oh,” I said. Letting go of Annie’s hand to follow suit, I hopped the turnstile, then reached back to help Annie up and over.

      The platform was packed, and more and more people kept coming. Everyone was speaking in panicked tones, even though I was pretty sure none of them knew what they were afraid of, save the scattering mob itself. The flight instinct had definitely taken over, and people just wanted to get as far away from here as possible.

      After only a half-minute or so, I heard a train coming from a short distance away. It pulled up to the platform, and even though Annie and I were amongst the third row of people nearest the track, we managed to push our way onto the train, where we were instantly joined by as many other hot, sweaty people as the laws of physics would allow to occupy this single space at the same time.

      A chime dinged, the doors closed, and I let out a sigh of relief. The relief was replaced by a different emotion as I immediately regretted needing to suck in so much air from this stinky train compartment.
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      I remember this old 2D film from before the turn of the millennium called Planes, Trains and Automobiles. In it, a couple of comedians turned actors played characters who really wanted to get home for the holidays and, as you could probably tell from the title, had to use a lot of different modes of transportation to accomplish the task. At a certain point in the movie, the two main characters were driving down the highway, and a man and a woman came racing up alongside them in another car and started screaming out their window, “You’re going the wrong way!” In point of fact, the two helpful motorists were trying to tell the two comedians that they were actually driving the wrong way on the highway, meaning, they were literally in the wrong lane going against oncoming traffic. The two comedians laughed at the two helpful Samaritans. They made motions asking if maybe they were drinking or drunk. One of the comedians then turned to the other and said, “How would he know where we’re going?” Moments later, two big rig trucks appeared out of the darkness of the night, coming right at the two comedians, and only by the skin of their teeth did they survive by squeezing their car between the two huge trucks, sheering off the sides of their car in the process.

      That’s almost exactly how I felt as Annie and I walked around this giant, endless building, looking for the bus terminal, when Annie finally found an English-speaking attendant and asked him which way we should be heading.

      “Oh,” he said. “You’re going the wrong way.” Then, he pointed us back the way we had just come and said it was, “Just up there on the right.”

      Yeah, I felt just like those guys from the movie. Not only were we going the wrong way, but I literally had no idea what kind of danger was up ahead that we were headed right toward.

      “You okay, Alden?” Annie asked as we did our about-face to start following the man’s directions.

      “Yeah. No. I don’t know,” I replied, sounding a little despondent even to my own ears.

      Before getting here, Annie and I had been riding different subway lines for the better part of two hours, just basically trying to obscure our path, and at the same time, trying to get as far away from the scene at the mall as possible. There was a lot I actually wanted to talk about, but I couldn’t exactly bring up any of it while we were sitting on a crowded subway car.

      I guess I just kind of kept thinking about the guy in that Mag Car—the one I’d forced into the bottom of the helicopter, not to mention the people in the helicopter. But the look on the guy’s face in the car really stuck with me. It seemed to me, at the very last instant, just as he realized what was about to happen, he somehow didn’t look surprised like you might have expected him to. Instead, he actually looked hurt. I mean like, sad. As if he was looking right into my eyes and asking, “Why? Why are you doing this to me?”

      Seemed like everywhere I went lately I was leaving victims in my wake. I knew exposing the conspiracy over the STU technology was important. I also knew that if I stopped running that both Annie and I would end up dead, but I needed to make a more conscious decision not to let anyone else get hurt along the way. I knew that was going to be tough, especially since Annie and I were in this together. As much as I wanted to get through this as cleanly as possible, I knew that if it came down to someone else or me and Annie, I’d have to pick us, and especially her, every single time.

      “Here it is,” Annie said triumphantly as we finally found our way to what most definitely looked like a bus terminal.

      We made our way through the crowd and approached, thank God, another English-speaking ticket agent.

      “Hello there,” Annie said, both by way of introduction and indicating that we did not speak Spanish.

      “Hello,” the female ticket agent wearing a bow tie replied.

      “We’re looking to get to Bogota,” Annie said.

      We obviously wanted to get to the Space Elevator, which was actually just south of Bogota, but again, we were trying to drop as few bread crumbs as we could.

      “Long trip,” Ms. Bow Tie replied.

      “How long?” Annie asked.

      “Just over nine hundred kilometers.”

      “How many miles is that?” I asked at the same moment Annie asked, “How long will that take?” which was admittedly the better question.

      Ms. Bow Tie ignored my math problem of a question and responded directly to Annie, “Fourteen hours, with two stops.”

      Annie rolled her eyes, and I felt my eyebrows climb up on my forehead, but we bought our two tickets and found a couple of seats to plant our butts in and wait for the bus to arrive.

      After flying a private jet, sailing a high-end speed-boat, and driving a Mag SUV, this bus was going to be a step down of epic proportions, but Annie and I agreed that letting someone else handle the driving would be nice. It was still early in the day, but I had a feeling that both of us were going to need some rest.

      “It’s here,” Annie said, nudging me in the shoulder.

      Wow, I must have already dozed off. I opened my eyes and followed Annie the crowded few steps across the little waiting area and got in line to wait for the bus.

      “Blah blah. Blah blah blah,” a short, little older man wearing khaki pants and a tucked-in short-sleeved plaid shirt was saying to some people waiting in the line in front of us. “Blah blah blah,” he continued saying when he got to us, but seeing the complete and total lack of understanding in my eyes, he tried another tactic. “Going to do some sightseeing in Bogota?”

      “No,” I said at the same moment Annie replied, “Yes.”

      I gotta stop doing that.

      Mr. Plaid looked back and forth between us quizzically, then handed a pamphlet to Annie.

      “The two cathedrals I would most recommend are the Salt Cathedral and the

      Metropolitan Cathedral Basilica of the Immaculate Conception.”

      “The what?” I asked. He’d said it all in English, but that last name came out so fast I had no idea what he was saying.

      “It’s in Bolevar Square,” he replied, not bothering to repeat the name. “Big Church. Muy grande, and lots of other connecting tours meet at the square.”

      “Like what?” Annie asked.

      “Do the Cathedral first,” the little man replied. “You’ll find out.”

      Annie handed me the brochure about the Salt Cathedral, which was half in Spanish and half in English, and was all about a place that was a literal representation of its name—a Salt Cathedral built right into a salt mine. A quick little glance at the map of the place made it look like it was pretty far north of Bogota, so I just stuck it in my back pocket, being extraordinarily careful not to expose the handgun I still had tucked into my waistband. I looked over Annie’s shoulder to see what her brochure was all about, and she was smiling.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      She pointed to a little blurb on the English side of the brochure. I looked to see right below a little ad for a zip line tour, and above one for a cocoa-tasting room, there was a picture of a sleek black conversion van labeled “Space Shuttle.”

      “Nice,” I said with a smile of my own, assuming that the cleverly named Space Shuttle Van would take you right to the Space Elevator.

      “Yeah,” Annie agreed. “Finally, something easy.”

      The little man seemed annoyed that we were looking at anything on his pamphlet besides the cathedrals and decided to move on to the couple behind us without another word.

      We made our way up into the bus and found a couple of seats near the back. About ten minutes later we got underway, and after no time at all, I found myself falling in and out of sleep. I say “in and out” because as much as I just wanted to close my eyes and pass right out, I kept getting jarred awake by one of a myriad bumps in the road. I’m sure the bus we were on must have had shocks at one point or another. Then again, maybe not. Either way, you’d never know it because every time we hit a bump, I’d feel the sensation travel through the bus, up my spine, and right into my skull. The constant up and down of The Runner was heaven compared to this bus, but at least the bus was taking us where we needed to go, and neither of us had to do the driving.

      Two scheduled food stops, four unscheduled bathroom breaks after the little toilet on the bus broke, and a full thirteen hours later, I saw a sign for Bogota as the bus merged into what I could only assume was its very own lane smack dab in the middle of the highway.

      “Ha,” I laughed. “Who needs a Mag Car here?”

      Annie was asleep, since it was just a few minutes before midnight, so, I was the only one that got a little chuckle out of that, I guess.

      “Blah blah blah blah blah,” the bus driver said over the speakers built into the bus, followed by, “Please gather your belongings. We will be arriving at our destination in ten minutes.”

      Since we had no actual belongings, all I had to do was double- and triple-check the gun I had tucked in my pants, wake Annie up, get off the bus, and begin our search for a place to rest for the night.
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      Thanks to the information on the little pamphlet Mr. Plaid had given us back at the bus terminal, we knew that there was a Space Shuttle Van that would take us directly to the Space Elevator from that big cathedral he was trying to get us to visit. Finding the cathedral was easy. It was pretty much right on the opposite side of the street from where the bus had dropped us off.

      From there, we found the closest hotel, checked in, and flopped down on the single king-sized bed, thrilled to be on something that wasn’t trying to clack my teeth together until they turned to dust. I rested for just a few minutes, then sat up, logged into my PCD, and set about trying to book a couple of tickets for us on the Space Elevator.

      Quantity – 2

      Number of Days – 1

      Total Price - $500,000

      I found it slightly alarming how much money you could burn through when you were trying to save the world from an evil corporation and advance the welfare of humanity as a whole. On the bright side, though, our tickets on the Space Elevator did come with a “free” ride on the Space Shuttle Van that would come directly to us at either 7:30, 7:45, or 8:00 in the morning.

      How generous of them.

      Now, though, it was a little bit past midnight, and neither Annie nor I were very tired. I mean, we’d basically just spent the entire day sleeping, or trying to sleep, on a bus, but we did have to get an early start the following day, so we both took showers, climbed into the bed, and set our alarms for a dawn wake-up.

      I was apparently more tired than I thought, because the next thing I knew, my alarm clock was waking me up, and sunlight was streaming through our one window, which neither of us had pulled the shades on the night before. We got dressed, and instead of hitting up the free continental breakfast at the hotel, we put on our Shadez and went out in search of a nice, quiet little place to have breakfast. On the way, we passed right by the gigantic Immaculate Conception Cathedral in Bolevar Square, which, unlike last night, seemed to be open and accepting visitors, but we decided not to linger when we overheard one British-sounding tourist telling his companion that all of the other massive buildings on the other side of the square were actually courthouses. True, it was extremely unlikely that some court official was going to come running out of one of the buildings in order to slap handcuffs on us, but for the first time in my otherwise very law-abiding life, I was starting to feel a little bit antsy when it came to anything that had to do with the law.

      A few blocks away from the cathedral and the courthouses, we found a little breakfast place that had just opened up, as we were amongst the first few people to get a little table in their outside seating area. The street was quiet, the menu had more than just four things on it, it didn’t stick to the table, and even had a reverse side printed entirely in English. This place had it all over the Beer Shack on Vaca Key and Flower Lady’s place up in Cuba. I enjoyed some eggs and sausage with salsa, Annie enjoyed something slightly less greasy, and when we were all done, I shot a message to our Space Shuttle Van driver and told him that we were no longer at the hotel but instead were at this cafe.

      “Can you please connect me via tether?” came the request from our driver.

      Still unable to do so, of course, I just sent him the address of the restaurant as it was printed on the back of our menu. Knowing full well I’d never be able to sneak a handgun onto the Space Elevator, I excused myself from the table, making a show of asking our waiter where the bathroom was. Instead of hitting the head, though, I continued through to the back of the building, where I exited through the rear door, did a quick check for any security cameras, ejected the final two rounds from the gun, and tossed the pistol into a large dumpster that smelled like it was full of last night’s unserved food. As much as I really didn’t want to end up smelling like hot garbage, I had to hide the gun at least a little bit. I couldn’t just leave it sitting on top of the pile like that, so, I leaned into the container ever so slightly and shoved a couple of bags around until the gun fell between the cracks and disappeared out of sight.

      “Crap,” I said out loud, noticing that I, of course, did get some brown sploogy stuff right at belly-button level on both my black T-shirt and the whiteish button-down Annie and I had bought from that little old lady in that tiny town. Of course, I couldn’t just get it on one or the other shirt, I had to get it on both of them.

      So, with two shirts smeared in gloop, I reentered the restaurant, this time actually heading to the bathroom for real, where I used some hand soap and scrubbed furiously at both of my shirts until the brown was gone, replaced by a much larger and thankfully far less smelly wet spot. I did my best to dry it with some of those crappy brown paper towels you get in restrooms and then took a moment to go and flush the two bullets I’d ejected from the gun down the toilet. Finally, after taking about three times longer than I had intended, I returned to Annie at our little table.

      “What the—?” Annie started to ask but cut herself off as she had spotted the giant wet spot on my shirt.

      “I-I, uh . . .” What was I going to say? “It’ll dry,” was all I could muster.

      Annie sat there sipping her coffee while I fanned my shirt with a little drink menu until the Space Shuttle Van finally arrived. It was a big, black, shiny conversion van decorated on the side facing us with scenes from the galaxy as viewed from outer space. When the driver’s side door opened, I was half expecting the driver to be wearing some sort of space suit or other such themed nonsense, but instead, he wore a simple black suit, white shirt, and black tie. He stepped out, looked right at me, then continued scanning the area, obviously not even considering the possibility that the man with the wet shirt and his dressed down girlfriend could possibly be the two people who had just dropped half a million dollars on a trip aboard the Space Elevator.

      “Hi,” I called to him.

      “Hello,” he said back politely, but kept looking around.

      I was about to tell him my name but actually forgot once again what identity I was currently using. I took my PCD out of my pocket to look but Annie beat me to the punch.

      “Hello,” she said. “I’m Marianna. This is Sebastian.”

      Right, Sebastian—Bash.

      “Oh,” the man said, jerking his head back in our direction.

      There was a pause, during which I was expecting Annie to come up with one of her highly fanciful yet totally believable stories to explain our decidedly un-rich-person appearances, but when she didn’t offer anything up, I gave her a what-the-heck kind of gesture.

      She leaned in and said quietly, “Real rich people would never explain themselves to their chauffeur.”

      I chuckled, stood up, and walked toward the vehicle.

      “Mr. Rojas?” the man said, holding his own PCD in his left hand.

      It was my cue to call up my ticket to the Space Elevator and thus confirm my identity. That done, he repeated the procedure with Ms. Ortiz, also known as Annie. Satisfied, but still a little perplexed, he asked me, “Where will we need to go to pick up your luggage, Mr. Rojas?”

      “No luggage,” I replied.

      “We’re just going up for the day so Sebastian can take a spacewalk. It’s a little belated birthday gift from me to him,” Annie replied with more excellent than usual diction and a nice wide smile.

      “Ah, very good then,” the man replied. “My name is Antonio, please step in.”

      He opened one of the doors of the van to reveal an interior just as luxurious as the private airplane we’d jumped out of or the speedboat we’d managed to get blown up, but instead of being all white, blue, and silver, the interior of the shuttle was all black with gold accents. We took our seats on two overstuffed plush leather chairs, whereupon Antonio offered us mimosas.

      “Please,” Annie replied, as I nodded my head, indicating I’d love to have one as well.

      After he’d given us our mimosas, with spill-proof cups, of course, Antonio closed the door, then got in up front and made ready to start our little trip to the Space Elevator.

      “Would you like to view any of the informational videos we have on board about the Space Elevator?” Antonio asked from his driver’s seat. “All of them are in full visual 3D and look quite spectacular.”

      “Sure,” Annie replied.

      I almost said, “no” because I figured we’d kind of seen everything there was to see about the Space Elevator in any number of other videos I’d called up lately, but we really did have nothing else to do for the next forty-five minutes of the ride, and Annie always did seem to enjoy the scenic visual 3D shows.

      Antonio pressed some controls up front, and a blackout divider between where he was and where we were slid into place. After that, the windows in our part of the van went from transparent, to translucent to fully black opaque. As the interior lights dimmed, a 3D screen folded down from the ceiling and activated, bathing the entire interior of the van in a scene from outer space.

      “Cool,” I said, realizing that I had said “cool” about forty times in the past few days. Hey, despite some of the obvious pitfalls and drawbacks of our current flight from the law, we really had been seeing and experiencing a lot of very cool stuff. I think Annie might have felt the same way because when I looked over to see how she was doing, she had a big smile on her face.

      “Hola,” a voice from the speakers in the van said. “Blah blah blah blah blah—”  Then it cut off abruptly.

      “Sorry,” came Antonio’s voice over the speakers.

      Annie and I exchanged quick confused looks until the space scene disappeared for a moment then reset.

      “Hello,” came a new voice from the speakers. “And welcome to your space adventure.”

      I sipped my mimosa as the video played, not really paying a whole heck of a lot of attention to it until the part about the STU-assisted spacewalk. There it was, just sitting there, so real in 3D I could almost touch it. I still only had a vague outline of a possibility of a plan in my mind as to how I was going to be able to get my hands on that little chipset, but I’d need to start figuring it out for real very soon.

      Half an hour later the video ended. Ten minutes after that, Antonio told us we’d be pulling up to the facility shortly.

      “How long is the ride?” I asked Annie as we stepped out of the car and thanked Antonio.

      “What ride?” she asked.

      “On the elevator.”

      “Weren’t you watching the video?”

      “No, not really,” I admitted.

      Annie shook her head at me and said, “Three hours.”

      “Oh my God, what?”

      “How long did you think it was going to take to get all the way into outer space?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “But I feel like all I’ve done for two days is sit on my butt.”

      “Better than—” She cut herself off. “Better than a lot of the other stuff that’s been going on.”

      “True,” I admitted.

      As Antonio left us and climbed back up into the van, another attendant came walking up and checked our PCDs.

      “Ah, Mr. Rojas. Ms. Ortiz,” she said with a big plastic smile.

      Her outfit was more in line with what I thought Antonio was going to be wearing. It was a little bit more space-themed, though, to be honest, it looked more like flight attendant meets air force pilot meets moon suit.

      “My name is Victoria,” she said. “And it looks like you’ve got about an hour and a half until liftoff, so please, feel free to enjoy the park in the meantime, and if you’d like to set me a tether, I can come find you when we’re close to departure time.”

      Geez, why does everyone wanna tether me today?

      “I actually have to the use the facilities,” Annie said to Victoria. “If you could just show me where those are and where we’re supposed to meet, we’ll be sure to get back there on time.”

      “Of course,” Victoria replied.

      This place was quite literally a theme park. It had apparently started as just one building that served as support for the Space Elevator, but the more interest that popped up about the technology, the more the investors thought they could capitalize on the site by adding rides, attractions, simulated zero-gravity rooms, and even movie theaters showcasing the latest 3D tech on various space-themed movies and documentaries. The amount of people actually riding the elevator each day was just a tiny fraction of the total number of people who came to the location. The elevator only went up twice each day. First at 10:00 AM local time and again at 4:30 PM. There was only one elevator running on one Nano tubule chord, and that big box only had room for thirty people.

      We wandered the park for a little while, until Annie caught a glimpse of me in direct sunlight and did a double take.

      “Gross,” she said, her eyes fixed on my shirt.

      Apparently, no amount of bathroom hand soap was going to truly remove dumpster sludge from a T-shirt. The brown stain was still there, drier if not any lighter in color.

      “We need to get you a new shirt,” she said.

      Every single shirt in the souvenir shop said “Space Elevator Bogota” or something to that effect all over it in giant letters.

      “No way,” I said to shirt after shirt.

      Fashion wasn’t really my thing, obviously, but I still didn’t wanna be the big dorky American tourist wearing the shirt from his vacation destination while he was still at said vacation destination.

      Finally, Annie found a white short-sleeved Polo that simply said “Space Elevator” in one-inch letters on the right sleeve and “Bogota” in similar letters on the left. It was the least conspicuous and least gaudy shirt we could find, so I bought the dumb thing.

      “Cute,” Annie said after I put it on, though I’m pretty sure she was being sarcastic.

      A short-sleeved collared Polo. Yeah, I hadn’t worn one of these since grade school.

      I dumped my sploogy black tee and ruined white button-down in a nearby trash can, thankful that my wrists looked a heck of a lot better than they had just yesterday. The cuts I’d suffered from wrenching them around on those zip ties weren’t nearly as deep as I’d originally thought. Turns out I’m apparently a bit of what you might call “a bleeder,” I guess.

      Time for our departure was coming up, so we made our way over to the building Victoria had indicated and got ready to—I almost couldn’t believe it was actually happening—go to space.
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      The Space Elevator was, as you might imagine, a large metal box with a cable running through it that went from its anchor point on Earth to as far up as the eye could see. Actually, it went farther than that. It obviously went all the way into outer space, but no one’s eyes could actually see that far, so I guess the expression didn’t really work in this case.

      At any rate, the Space Elevator looked pretty much exactly like you’d expect an oversize elevator to look, with one exception. There seemed to be two strange little vehicles attached to two of the four sides of the Elevator.

      “What are those?” I asked Annie.

      She shrugged her mutual ignorance and turned to ask the people behind us in line.

      “Do you know what those two things are, on either side of the Elevator?” she asked a younger woman behind us, who was standing alongside a much older man.

      Instead of answering the question herself, the woman just looked to the man she was standing next to.

      “Those are the Space Flyers,” he said with a very entertaining Australian accent.

      “What are those?” Annie asked.

      Apparently, neither of us had seen anything about these Space Flyers in any of the videos we’d been watching.

      “If you don’t feel like riding the Elevator back down to Earth when you’re done with your visit to the Space Station,” he said. “Or if you feel like returning to a different location on the globe other than Bogota, you can hop on board one of the Flyers, and they’ll take you to pretty much any major city in the world.”

      “Holy crap, really?” I asked.

      “Really,” the man replied with a smile directed toward the younger woman on his arm.

      “Is that like a part of the package?” Annie asked. “I didn’t actually see information about that anywhere.”

      “Nah,” the man replied. “It’s extra. One and a half million dollars.”

      “Whoa,” I said, aghast at the price.

      “Well, that’s Australian dollars,” the man said. “It’d be less in American dollars, I think. You’re from the States, right?”

      “Yes, we are,” Annie replied, as I grabbed my PCD and called up a monetary conversion app just out of sheer curiosity.

      “It’s about a million American,” I said to Annie.

      “Oh, is that all?” she replied sarcastically.

      “We’re taking it,” the woman said, her first words thus far.

      “That we are,” the man replied, leaning down to receive a rather wet and intimate kiss on the lips.

      Oh, gross.

      I had originally thought they might be father and daughter, but that disgusting kiss made it obvious that this was much more likely a Sugar Daddy situation.

      “When we’re done with our trip, we’ll be taking one of the Flyers on over to Bora Bora,” the man said.

      “It’s beautiful there,” the woman added.

      “I bet,” I said lamely, not really knowing what else I could add to the topic.

      “Mr. Rojas. Ms. Ortiz,” I heard from almost right next to me.

      Annie nudged me in the ribs when I didn’t turn to respond.

      “Oh, right,” I actually said out loud. It was getting harder and harder to remember what my fake name was.

      “Yes, Victoria?” Annie said, replying to our personal assistant. She was still wearing her flight-attendant-air-force-pilot-astronaut outfit but had added what looked like a Navy sailor’s hat to the ensemble. I really had no idea what they were going for here.

      “Since you two will be traveling in interior pods, we’re going to have you board first.”

      “Oh, that’s brave,” the Aussie butted in.

      “What is?” I asked.

      “The interior pods,” he replied. “I tried that once and almost threw up on my shoes. I had to keep the shade drawn for almost the whole trip and didn’t even get to enjoy the view.”

      “What is he talking about?” I asked Annie.

      She gave me an, I-don’t-know look and started to follow Victoria toward the Space Elevator.

      “G’luck,” the Aussie called after us. “And cute shirt, by the way.”

      Damn it. I deserved that . . . obviously, but still stood there for a second feeling dopey in my Space Elevator tourist Polo.

      Recovering, I took a few quick steps to catch up to Victoria, who, for someone nearly a foot shorter than me, was a surprisingly fast walker.

      “What was all that about him not liking the interior pod?” I asked her.

      “I’m guessing he didn’t like the view straight down,” she replied.

      I probably looked as perplexed as I felt.

      “You two chose interior pods, no?” Victoria asked, starting to look a little confused.

      “I, uh, I guess so,” I replied.

      She gave the faintest shake of her head. I think she had to catch herself from making it even more obvious, but she was clearly thinking, What is up with these idiots?

      “Exterior pods,” she started to explain, “have windows on the exterior walls. If you choose to pull the shades up, you can look out them at the horizon as the Elevator ascends to space. Interior pods, like the ones you selected, have a window on the floor. I believe the literature refers to it as a God’s-Eye View, giving you the feeling of standing on top of the world and ascending to Olympus. I’m told it’s very exhilarating, though apparently, some people”—she motioned with her head back to the Aussie and his jail bait—“don’t have the stomach for it.”

      I looked at Annie and grimaced a little. My head would literally start to get that spinny feeling when I got on a Ferris wheel, and I was pretty sure that this thing was going to go a lot higher.

      Victoria must have caught my look because she added, “If you don’t like the view, you can just close the shade, and all you’ll see is the interior of your pod.”

      “Oh, that sounds magical,” Annie said sarcastically. She had never really had a lot of sympathy for my queasiness when it came to amusement park rides. I think the phrase, “My four-year-old niece is tougher than you,” had been thrown about on a few different occasions.

      We approached the entrance to the Elevator, and Victoria stopped to turn and face us. “The Elevator is set up in four rows of four compartments. You are in Pod ten. It’s the third row back, first door on your right. You can just follow Emmanuel.”

      Emmanuel was apparently the rather short gentleman, almost as short as Victoria, who was standing right in front of us at the opening to the Space Elevator. Along with being short of stature, he was also very short on words because he didn’t use any, but instead, just turned and started walking into the big metallic box.

      We followed him in and saw a rather Spartan interior, at least here in the hallway. I didn’t know a lot about this technology, but I did know that lifting things all the way into outer space was expensive. Doing it the traditional way with rockets was extremely expensive. The amount of fuel you needed to burn to lift anything out of Earth’s orbit was pretty massive. The whole point of the Space Elevator, apparently, before it got turned into a rich person’s plaything, was to drastically cut cost on getting things into low orbit. Doing it this way was a lot cheaper than using traditional propulsion, but it still wasn’t truly cheap. I’m guessing that’s the reason they didn’t bother decorating the inside of the Elevator with anything extra. For every ounce of decoration they might have added, it probably would have cost a few thousand dollars in energy to lift the extra stuff up to space. The austere décor continued right on into our pod. Emmanuel walked us up to it, gestured in with a hand, then turned and walked away. Annie stepped in first and turned back to give me a highly raised eyebrow.

      “Wow,” I said, a little surprised at the underwhelmingness of it all.

      “A half a million bucks and all you get is two white, plastic chairs in a little white room,” Annie commented.

      And she had the right of it. Two plastic chairs, four white walls, one white ceiling, and a floor with a little cut-out on it that I’m assuming was the handle to be used for retracting and closing the floor-shade in order to reveal the window below.

      I bent down to test this guess and, sure enough, sliding the floor-shade back revealed a glass window below with a view at some dark metal, or something like that, below.

      “You gotta really like the person you’re traveling with,” Annie started to say. “If you’re gonna spend three hours in the equivalent of a white padded room with them, without the comfortable padding.”

      “You won’t even notice the walls,” came the voice of the Aussie as he popped his head into our Pod, causing my heart to skip a beat. “Once we’re up in the air and you look down out that window.” He laughed, winked at each of us, then backed out of our pod and disappeared.

      “Our ascent will begin in five minutes,” came an extremely pleasant female voice from . . . I don’t know where—I couldn’t see any speakers in the room, but I knew they must be there somewhere. “You may choose to stand or take your seats.”

      That was another thing I guess I hadn’t thought of. For some reason, I guess I was expecting to be strapped in for our ride to outer space, but seeing as how this thing was apparently quite literally just a big giant elevator to space, I guess there was no need. I mean, I certainly didn’t buckle my safety belt when riding elevators in Midtown so, no need to strap into one here.

      Five minutes later, I felt the slightest and most gentle of bumps as our ride began. Five minutes after that, Annie had our floor shade pulled back wide open, and I literally had to put my hand on the wall to even attempt making an effort at getting my head to stop spinning.

      “I know a certain little four-year-old girl who would love this,” Annie said as she gently poked me in the stomach, which almost made me puke, by the way, as she sat down on the floor cross-legged to watch Earth retreat from beneath us.
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      I was in space. I was in outer space, and I most definitely and absolutely wanted to throw up all over myself. Annie insisted on leaving that floor shade open for the entire three-hour ride up, which meant that I spent most of the time either staring at the white ceiling or just standing there with my eyes closed. It’s not that I didn’t want to look out the window. I did. It was actually killing me that there was this once-in-a-lifetime view right below my feet, and my stomach was doing everything it could to not let me look. I caught a few glimpses here and there, enough to stick ’em in my memory bank, I guess, but in the moment and as they were happening, they were just nausea-inducing instances of near terror.

      “Your boots, sir.”

      “Huh?” I asked.

      A petite redheaded woman wearing white pants and a white-collared Polo shirt similar to the one I was wearing but with the word “STAFF” across her chest was holding out a pair of slipper booties to me.

      “Oh, right,” I said, finally noticing her presence.

      We’d been told all about this during the last half hour of our trip up here. They played an optional message within our compartment that we chose to hear all about gravity, or the lack thereof, up here on the SS Olympus. They gave us this whole spiel about how artificial gravity could be simulated in outer space by rotating a habitat. They said it was possible, but caused a lot of strain on the occupants of the habitat, including limitations on how fast you’d want to do things, like stand up or even turn your head. Turns out, surprise surprise, that the human anatomy wasn’t really meant to live within an artificial gravity system, and if a habitat was spinning at a rate of just six rotations per minute, even trained test pilots would have difficulty performing simple motor tasks.

      So, booties.

      Well, technically, they were calling them “traction shoes,” but they were slipper booties with Velcro along the bottom and a little ways up the side. They were all black with some silver trim, similar to the décor in the Space Shuttle Van, and went higher up over your ankle than a pair of high-top basketball sneakers but not nearly as high as a pair of cowboy boots.

      Somehow, Annie had already gotten her booties—I mean, traction shoes—on, while I must have been staring at the ceiling, but now it was my turn.

      “My name is Lola,” said the diminutive redhead who was holding the pair of traction shoes in front of me. “Just hold on to this railing,” she said, gesturing to a silver bar on the wall. “I’ll remove your sneakers and replace them with the traction shoes.”

      Great, I thought. I don’t even remember the last time I changed my socks.

      Lola first squatted down, then completely sat down on the floor in front of me. In watching her wriggle a couple of times to get into the proper place, I heard that trademark Velcro sound of ripping, and I realized that the butt of her pants must also have Velcro on it, which was allowing her to stick to the Velcro-coated floor. We had been informed that the entire station had Velcro floors. It looked like that was the soft side of the Velcro. The part on our traction shoes was apparently the rougher, grabby half of the Velcro.

      “You can follow me to your room,” Lola said as soon as she finished strapping on my traction shoes with enough force to come just short of cutting off the circulation to my feet, which was apparently just enough force so that I didn’t step out of them every time I tried to walk. “We can go as slowly as you need to. Is this your first time aboard the Olympus?”

      “It is,” Annie replied.

      I said nothing because I was pretty sure if I opened my mouth, my breakfast from earlier in the day was going to make its way up and out.

      The corridors were narrow and had vertical metal bars set on them at about torso level every two feet or so. Even with your feet sticking to the ground, locomotion was still bizarre and ungainly, so Lola suggested we could hold on to these bars as often as we needed to.

      “In no time at all,” Lola said, yanking both of her feet away from the Velcro floor and hovering in mid-air right in front of us, “you’ll be able to zoom around the station like a fish in water.”

      After saying this, she grabbed one of the bars and used it to propel herself to the far end of the short hallway.

      “It’s really fun,” she said with a big smile.

      She then used one of the metal bars as leverage to bring herself close to the ceiling, and I noticed for the first time that there were other smaller metal bars up there. She grabbed on to one of those and then somehow managed to make herself parallel with the ground. From there, she kicked off of one of the ceiling bars, using it to launch herself right at us like she was Superman, or uh, Supergirl, I guess.

      Annie laughed. I just stood there, like a statue, a statue that was thankfully not puking.

      “I can give you some lessons once we reach your room,” Lola said to us as she returned her feet to the ground.

      “That would be great,” Annie replied.

      “Are you just staying the one day?” Lola asked as we made our way, step by Velcro-ripping step, down the hall.

      Each pair of quarter-million-dollar tickets on the Space elevator included a one-night stay on board the Olympus. Additional nights would cost more, of course, but I didn’t even bother to look at any of that because the way Annie and I were burning through our five and a half million dollars was already making me slightly ill. I didn’t even want to think about having to spend any more insane sums of money just to stay up here. After all, we were here for one thing and one thing only. There was no sense in wasting any time in trying to get it done.

      It did occur to me, however, that it would probably be a good idea to spend at least a little time with Lola learning how to get around this thing. Just putting one foot in front of the other was proving to be much more difficult than I originally thought it would be. After that, though, we’d really need to start making our way right over to the STU and see about getting up close and personal with the thing.
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      We got our little lesson from Lola on zero-G locomotion and, much to the surprise of the two women, I actually got the hang of it pretty quickly. I guess you wouldn’t know it to have watched me up here upon my arrival, but on the ground, I was actually pretty coordinated. I just needed some time to secure my stomach in place and make sure it wasn’t going to come up my throat or out my ass before I did anything too crazy. Plus, the hallway in which we were practicing didn’t have any window views out to space or down to Earth, so that was also a pretty huge help.

      “So, I’d really love to get a look at the spacewalk experience,” I said to Lola as I came flying, literally, down the short hallway that ran alongside our compartment.

      “Well, you’re going to need to go to orientation first,” she said. “But did you sign up for it ahead of time?”

      “No,” I said nervously, because I hadn’t even thought to do that.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Lola said, seeing the look on my face. “Almost all of the staff on board the SS Olympus are capable of transferring the required spacewalk skills to you, so there’s no danger of the adventure being unavailable. You’ll just want to select your time as soon as possible, unless you don’t mind doing it in the middle of the night or something like that.”

      “Any chance we could see the STU room or where the spacewalk takes place before I sign up?” I asked.

      “We don’t normally let people visit that area unless they’ve booked the spacewalk experience,” Lola replied tentatively.

      “I think Mr. Queasy Stomach up here just wants to get the lay of the land before he commits to anything too exciting,” Annie said from an upside-down position on the ceiling.

      “Okay, we’ll see what we can do,” Lola replied, her bright and professional smile returning to her face.

      Orientation took one hour and forty-five minutes. It had to be the slowest one hundred and five minutes of my entire life. Not that what they were saying wasn’t actually fascinating, amazing, and something anyone else down on Earth would be dying to hear, but I wasn’t actually here on vacation. I was here to find the portable STU, or its replacement parts, somehow get my hands on the tiny little chipset I needed to fix the unit we had stashed in a locker at Grand Central Station, and set about changing the world for good instead of greed. So, yeah, the orientation was brutal.

      Lola apparently noticed my fraying nerves after the session was over but fortunately just chalked it up to the queasiness I’d been exhibiting since the moment she met us at the Space elevator.

      “You sure you’re feeling okay, Mr. Rojas?” she asked.

      “Absolutely,” I replied with as much confidence and as straight a face as I could muster. “Did you manage to check on the spacewalk experience for us?” I asked.

      “Whether you can preview it first?” she asked rhetorically. “Yes. I can take you up to the STU room and spacewalk jump-room at any point, so long as another experience isn’t going on when you’d like to visit.”

      “Great,” I said. “Can we go now?”

      “Um . . .” Lola hesitated. She had clearly not anticipated my immediate fixation on this task.

      “He just won’t be able to stop thinking about it until he sees it for himself,” Annie said to Lola.

      The two women exchanged one of those looks women give each other when they are engaging in female-to-female mental telepathy and smiled at each other knowingly.

      Lola removed her PCD from her pocket, glanced at the screen, and said, “It does actually look like the area is unoccupied right now, if you’d like to head up there.”

      The SS Olympus was shaped, to my eye, like a big dumbbell you’d see at the gym tipped up onto one of its heavy ends. The lower dumbbell, the one we’d spent all of our time in so far, was mostly for housing and logistical stuff. All of the living quarters were on this area, along with the room that was used for orientation, the largest room on the whole station, where the Elevator entered and docked, along with a number of other administrative and storage rooms. Apparently, the room with the STU in it was up on the other end of the dumbbell, where all of the recreational space was. If I had to guess, I’d bet that the backup parts for the unit were down here on this level, but it was finally time to do some exploring, so we could actually find out for certain.

      “This part might feel a little funny,” Lola said over her shoulder as we approached the center of the lower level, where access to the upper level was situated. “You’re just going to kind of, walk up the wall.”

      As she said this, Lola pulled her left foot off of the ground and stuck it onto what was at my current perspective, the wall. Instead of the current floor and its relative ceiling being separated by a ninety-degree angle, this part of the structure was curved, making it easier to manage the transition. Lola then unstuck her right foot from the current floor and stepped up onto the relative wall. Just like that, she was perpendicular to both of us. She took a few more steps, which looked like they were going up the wall, and then she made room for us to do the same. First Annie and then I followed, and the next thing we knew, we were inside what looked for all intents and purposes to be a hallway. That is, if I could somehow forget that I’d just had to adjust my entire existence a full ninety degrees to access it. It was pretty damn cool, though.

      We got to the end of the hallway and were walking down the floor-wall to reorient ourselves to the new floor when another SS Olympus employee, this one a short Asian man, lined himself up at the start of the hallway and pressed a large yellow panel on the wall. When he did this, all of the lights in the hall turned from their previous soft white to a kind of muted yellow.

      “Oh, watch this,” Lola said.

      The little man removed his traction shoes one at a time, then he squatted down as low as he could go and sprang forward, launching himself into the hallway. It wasn’t very fast, but it was very awesome. Lola, Annie, and I watched as the man looked like he was flying from one end of the hallway to the other at only a very slightly upward angle. When Lola, Annie, and I had been practicing this move in the hallway outside of our room, we were only going maybe ten or twelve feet at a time. This, however, looked like it had to be about thirty yards, and the man had done it perfectly. As soon as he got to the other end, he grabbed on to one of the ceiling rungs, pressed a button that returned the lights in the hallway to their original soft white color, then attached himself to the “ceiling” via the Velcro on his butt, strapped his traction shoes back on, and then walked out of sight.

      “That looked fun,” I said.

      “Takes a little practice to navigate zero G like that, but once you get the hang of it, it is pretty fun,” Lola said.

      “Can you do that?” Annie asked.

      “I can,” Lola said with as much modesty as one can muster when admitting they can fly.

      “Do you personally offer up the spacewalk skill as well?” I asked as we used our Velcro shoes to start walking away from the connector hallway.

      “I do,” Lola replied.

      “But, after you sell the skill, do you have to go right back down to Earth?” I asked.

      “No,” Lola replied. “Not right away. Our rotations up here are for six days at a time, and no matter what point during my rotation I sell the skill, I can still perform my duties on board the station until I go back down Earth-side and can learn it all over again.”

      “Losing your spacewalk skills doesn’t affect your work on the station?” Annie asked.

      “No. The skill set for the spacewalk is pretty specific.”

      “So how long does it take you to acquire the skill again?” I asked. “Are you unable to come back up here until you re-learn it?”

      “Well,” Lola replied, seeming slightly hesitant, “they don’t generally have us advertise this, but, since you’re asking, I can learn the skills needed for the spacewalk in just a couple of days. It’s not really all that difficult. It’s just kind of specialized. In fact, I think I spent more time getting my scuba certification than I do re-learning the spacewalk skill.”

      I half laughed, half spit, which was plainly evidenced by the fact that actual spit left my mouth and floated its way over to a wall, where it kind of just stuck there. Annie laughed too, but not nearly as wildly.

      “What’s so funny?” Lola asked.

      “Nothing,” Annie replied, getting a hold of herself before I could. “Just an inside joke. We were literally just talking about scuba certifications a couple days ago.”

      I finally regained my composure, realizing that I’d somehow made my head begin spinning just by laughing and said, “A hundred grand just for two days’ work? Where do I sign up to get that gig?”

      “Well,” Lola began to reply, “you’d have to become a qualified astronaut first, but besides that, I don’t actually get the hundred grand when I sell the skill. I don’t even get a percentage of it. I’m just on salary. We all are. But, anyway . . .” We stopped walking, and Lola turned to face an open doorway. “Here we are.”

      I looked in and could see the portable STU sitting right there on an austere table no more than ten feet away. I picked up one Velcroed foot from the ground and took a step toward the open doorway.

      “Hello,” a squat man in a staff shirt said, almost literally scaring the crap out of me.

      “Whoa,” I said out loud. One moment the doorway was open and I had a clear shot to the STU, and the next, this short Samoan-looking dude was just there, right in front of me.

      “Hi,” he said. “Didn’t mean to startle you. My name’s Von.”

      “Co-cool,” I said, stuttering a bit and trying to regain my composure. “I’m uh, uh . . .” Damn it. What was my current fake name?.

      “He’s easily startled,” Annie said, rescuing me, as usual. “I’m Mariana, and this is Sebastian.”

      “Bash,” I said, to mostly quizzical looks. “And my bad. I just wasn’t expecting anyone to be in here. Lola told us the STU room was vacant.”

      “Oh, well, no one’s using it,” Von said. “But we don’t usually just leave three hundred million dollars’ worth of STU technology sitting around unattended.”

      He laughed slightly, and Lola joined him in the chuckle.

      As the two of them shared in the little joke, I exchanged a look with Annie and tried not to throw up in my mouth.

      “Yeah,” I said, trying to make it seem like I also knew how silly it would be to leave this thing completely unattended. “You wouldn’t want some kid coming by and spilling a soda on it or anything.”

      “Well,” Von said, returning to all seriousness, “we don’t exactly have any open beverage containers here on the Olympus, nor do we have any real gravity to cause a traditional spill to happen but, yeah, something like that.”

      Lola explained to Von that Annie and I were just looking to scope the area out before making a decision on buying the skill and the experience. The two of them showed us around the room a little bit and gave us all the basics on how a skill transfer works and what you actually get to do on the spacewalk. I was only half listening, but I was taking in my surroundings, hoping some idea would come to me.

      “So the next skill transfer is going to take place in just a couple of minutes,” Von said. “And we’ll all need to vacate the room momentarily.”

      “You’re not staying?” Annie asked.

      “No,” Von said, the beginnings of another smile touching his lips. “What did you think, I’m just a Space Security Guard?”

      He and Lola exchanged another polite little laugh.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, seeing our confusion and possibly mistaking it for offense. “I’m sorry. I’m just a little punchy today. But no, I’m not a space security guard. I just sold my spacewalk skill about an hour ago and only have to stay put in this little room until the next client comes in. Then, I’m free, and it’s up to the next staff member to hang tight until they do it all over again. Me? I’m off to the cafeteria, and then ready for some sleep.”

      I breathed a long, weary sigh, which I quickly realized was weird, so I then had to pretend I was getting dizzy again.

      “Are you okay?” Lola asked, as Von stepped closer.

      “Yup. Yup. I’m good,” I replied and smiled, hopefully not too weirdly.

      Knowing that someone was going to be standing in this room all day every day was certainly not the type of access I’d been hoping for. Then again, if Annie’s original suspicion of Von being a Space Security Guard had been right, that would have been a lot worse. As I turned to walk out of the room, I decided to think positively, telling myself, Just one staff member in the room at a time? One who is not trained in security? I can work with that.
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      “So you want to sign up for the spacewalk skill transfer, go into the room, have some sort of klutzy spasm, and accidentally on purpose knock into the portable STU that’s sitting on the table in hopes of knocking it over and damaging it so they’ll have to leave the room to get replacement parts?” Annie asked me with a heavy dose of sarcasm in her voice.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “But when you say it with that tone of voice, it sounds stupid.”

      “It is stupid.”

      Lola had walked us back to our room and said we should probably be good to get around on our own from now on but that we could call her at any time. Our quarters were tiny. The literature had said that the room came with a “Space Queen” bed, which is absolutely nothing like an Earth Queen bed, and much more like an Earth Full, and it was jammed up against two walls. There was no dresser, no desk, and no nightstands. There was a tiny little closet and a little miniature table that Annie and I were sitting at right now. The plastic chairs we were on did actually have the rare luxury of some padding on them and were set up next to a long, thin window that ran the length of the entire room, all ten feet of it. There actually was no en-suite bathroom. Instead, every sixth door along this habitation level of the space station led to a public bathroom. It was basically first come, first serve, except for the fact that your PCD was issued one “shower credit” for every two days you were staying on the station. Since Annie and I were here for just the one night, we would not be partaking in the luxury of cleaning ourselves. Instead, we were sitting around this tiny little table with just enough room on it for maybe two saucer plates and one beer glass, trying to come up with a way to get our hands on the STU chipset I needed.

      “After I knock it over, they’ll need to go get the spare parts to fix it. If they leave us alone in the room, I’ll have the perfect opportunity to steal the little chipset or, at the very least, I could ask them where they need to go in order to get the spare parts, and then I’ll know where they keep them,” I said, continuing to plead the merits of the plan I was trying to formulate.

      “Okay,” Annie said, with an infinite amount of patience in her voice. “I know you’ve been handling all of the planning so far, and you’ve been doing an amazing job at it. In fact, I’m pretty sure we’d either be dead or in jail right now if you hadn’t been taking charge, but I think I might have a slightly more workable plan for this.”

      It was super nice of her to couch that statement with her faith in me, but honestly, it was a relief to hear that she had a better plan. My head was starting to hurt from all the mental gymnastics I’d been putting it through trying to figure out how in the hell we were going to pull this off. Actually, I think that half of the headache was from all of the thinking, and the other half was coming from this view. If I looked to my right, I could see our Hobbit-sized room. If I looked straight ahead and tried really hard not to use my peripheral vision, I could see Annie. If, however, I turned left—oh God, I almost threw up trying to do it yet again—there was the planet Earth below us. I’d been avoiding looking at it for almost the entire time we’d been sitting here, but as I had just glanced down, I finally caught a glimpse of something I thought I recognized.

      “Is that . . . North America?” I asked.

      The couple other times I’d glanced out the window I pretty much just saw white puffy clouds, a lot of blue ocean, and some blobs of land I couldn’t recognize.

      “Yeah. It is,” Annie replied with awe in her voice.

      I wasn’t great at geography, but I did my best to transpose what knowledge I did have of the globe onto what I thought must be New York, Florida, the space in which I assumed Cuba must be, and then sat up straighter in my chair to try to look down at South America. I wasn’t quite sure where Colombia was on that part of the continent, but it was weird to look at all the places on Earth where people wanted the two of us either captured or dead.

      “Ohhhh,” I groaned.

      “You okay?” Annie asked.

      “Yeah,” I replied unconvincingly. The groan had come out inadvertently as a result of both the view and my current line of thought.

      “I love you, you know,” I said to Annie.

      “I love you too,” she replied, a little surprised.

      “I’m really sorry I got you into all of this.”

      “Well, if you take out the parts where the police and criminals have been chasing us, shooting at us, or blowing things up around us, it’s been a pretty awesome vacation.”

      I really do love this girl.

      “So what’s your plan?” I asked.

      “Do you trust me?” Annie asked in reply.

      “Of course,” I said without hesitation.

      “Then you’re going to need to tell Lola that you don’t think you’ll be able to handle the spacewalk, but that I’d like to do it instead.”

      Two and a half hours later we were back up inside the little room where the portable STU Unit was located. It was me, Annie, Lola, and no Von. It was just the three of us.

      “Sorry you decided against the experience, Mr. Rojas,” Lola said to me. “But good for you, Mariana. You’re going to have so much fun.”

      It felt a little bit like she was trying to sell us, which was weird because we already paid the hundred thousand dollars for the STU transfer and the spacewalk.

      Lola directed Annie over to the portable STU unit, which was still sitting open on the little metallic table in the middle of the room. Lola grabbed one of the STU Hats and put it on her head, then directed Annie to do the same thing.

      Annie did so, but then almost immediately jerked her head to the side and made a face like she’d eaten a rotten piece of fish.

      “What’s wrong?” Lola asked, looking genuinely concerned.

      “Oh, this doesn’t feel right at all,” Annie said.

      I was literally just about to jump in and ask how she would know what it was supposed to feel like because she’d never been a part of a STU transfer before, but then figured it was probably part of her plan.

      “Oh, I’m sure it’s fine,” Lola said, removing her own Hat and stepping over to Annie to see if she could help.

      “No, it’s, it’s not right,” Annie said, looking extremely concerned. “I’ve done dozens of transfers from both sides, and I know how important it is to have a good connection with your Hat.”

      Huh? That’s not true.

      It literally couldn’t have mattered less how snugly the Hat fit against your head. I actually remembered asking that very same question during my first transfer. At the time, I just wanted to make sure I was doing everything just right. I had been told that the Hat could actually sense your brainwaves from up to as far away as one whole foot. Granted, closer was better, but the Hat fitting tightly to your head was of no consequence to anyone. I’m pretty sure Lola knew this too, but she let Annie go on her little tirade anyway.

      “I don’t know if the zero gravity has messed with this one, or maybe it’s the fact that it’s getting all this constant use by non STU Corporation professionals,” Annie was saying in full-blown tantrum mode. “But no, no, no,” she continued, taking the Hat off and putting it back down on the case. “This Hat isn’t right, and I’m not going to use it.”

      “Okay. All right,” Lola said in complete surrender, looking a little surprised at Annie’s outburst. “Why don’t we just swap? You can try on my Hat.”

      Lola worked for a few seconds unplugging the Hats from the main unit, swapping them out for one another, and then handing the one she was originally wearing to Annie.

      “No,” Annie said after putting it on and wearing it for less than two seconds. “No. The fit is all wrong. This feels unsafe.” Then, as if something had just dawned on her, she asked, “Do people know about this? Is everyone aware of how much use these things are getting and how loose the fit has become?”

      This struck home. It was only a very thinly veiled threat to go online and write a bad review, but I’m pretty sure Lola, and more importantly, Lola’s employers wouldn’t want that.

      “Okay. All right,” Lola said, in full surrender mode again. “We’ve got spare parts for every piece of this portable STU, including two brand new Hats that have never been used before. Let me just grab those.”

      Hey, this plan was good. I never would have thought of any of this.

      Lola disconnected both Hats from the unit and turned to start walking away.

      “Hey, how long until you get back?” I asked.

      She looked over her shoulder and gave me a somewhat bewildered look. “I’m just going over to this closet right here,” she said, motioning to a door about five feet in front of her.

      “Oh,” I said. “I just, uh, you know. I just wasn’t sure if we were gonna be waiting around here for a long time and . . .” I trailed off, not liking how dumb I sounded in the process.

      “Nope,” she replied brightly, removing her PCD from a Velcro pocket, waving it in front of the door, then opening it to reveal a shallow closet full of all kinds of computer parts.

      “We’ll just swap these out and get Ms. Ortiz here right out onto her spacewalk.”

      Lola was back in super friendly, happy-to-help mode, but you know she had to be steaming inside. Another rich bitch throwing a little temper tantrum and causing her extra work. Definitely not what she was hoping to deal with today, I’m sure.

      As for me and Annie, things were going great. Not only did we now know exactly where they kept the spare parts for the STU, but I already had a pretty good idea in my head as to how I’d be able to get my hands on what I needed.

      Putting aside the details of that plan for a moment, I decided to walk over to Annie and the STU unit to test something out that had just started to occur to me over the last few minutes. As Lola was exchanging the Hats in the little closet. I poked at the STU case and, sure enough, the thing was either welded, glued, or bolted onto the table that it was sitting on. I exchanged a sheepish grin with Annie, who smiled back. Good thing we didn’t go with my dumb plan. Clumsily knocking the unit over accidentally on purpose definitely would not have worked.

      New Hats in hand, Lola closed the closet door and rip, rip, ripped her way back over to Annie and the sturdy STU unit.

      Before Lola hooked up the new Hats, she let Annie try one of them on. Taking it in her hand, Annie first held it up in front of her, looking as if she were inspecting the thing. It was all I could do to not chuckle, let alone burst out laughing. Pretending to be satisfied with her little “inspection,” Annie nodded, then put the Hat on her head, where she futzed with it a little bit before nodding again and saying, “Yes. Yes, this is much better.”

      “Okay, then,” Lola said with a smile. “You ready?”

      “Absolutely,” Annie replied.

      “Great, then just look up at the monitor for me, and we’ll begin.”

      On the wall, a 2D screen came to life, showing a person in a space suit walking around the exterior of what appeared to be this very space station. It showed video of them from an external point of view and then from a POV cam set inside the helmet. The technicalities and specifications that could be seen on the internal display were of no relevance to this particular exercise. The images on the screen were just there to get the two women thinking about a spacewalk, so their thoughts could sync up. It appeared to have worked, as I saw the STU Unit indicate a mutual link, whereupon Lola tapped a few commands on the screen, which initiated the transfer.

      Annie immediately reached up to scratch her head with her right hand, being very careful not to move the Hat. I smiled, remembering that I’d done the exact same thing during my first time. Something happens during the process that causes a little tingle in your head, but I quickly learned that scratching at it did no good since the sensation was apparently somehow coming from within your skull.

      Moments later, another light on the Unit indicated that the transfer was complete, and Lola removed her Hat.

      “All good,” Lola said. “You’re ready to go.”

      “Thank you so much,” Annie said, removing her own hat and handing it to Lola. “And I hope you can forgive my pickiness. Sebastian here gets a little nervous about being in space, and I get a little nervous when it comes to things having to do with my brain. We all have our quirks, right? I really do appreciate it, though.”

      Lola seemed to accept the apology gracefully, and the three of us moved to the far end of the room, where Lola opened up a tall, thin locker that held an honest-to-goodness space suit.

      Forty minutes later, Annie was all geared up and stepping into a little jump-room that was situated between the one we were in and a platform that was on the outside of the space station. I’m pretty sure it functioned as an air lock, but they called it the jump-room because it was your jumping off point to leave the SS Olympus proper and make the jump into outer space . . . alone.

      Once Annie left the jump-room, she was indeed going to be all alone. I guess that’s pretty much the reason for the skill transfer. I suppose they could maybe possibly offer guided spacewalk tours, but the real thrill I think must come from being out there all by yourself.

      Annie entered the little jump-room, turned back, gave a big but somewhat tentative smile, and then flashed a big thumbs-up.

      “Ready?” Lola asked via her PCD that was connected to a communication device within Annie’s helmet.

      “Ready,” came her reply.

      The door between us closed, and a minute later the door to outer space opened. Annie just stood there, stock-still. Her boots were magnetized, and the floor in the jump-room was steel, so there was no way she’d be slipping, sliding, or falling anywhere unless she wanted to move. Her first task was to very carefully take one step at a time toward the open door and find the tether attached to the outside of the space station, which she’d need to attach to her suit.

      One heavy, difficult step at a time, Annie made her way to the end of the open room, reached for the braided tether, and clipped it onto her suit.

      “Tethered,” came Annie’s voice from Lola’s PCD.

      “You can head out when ready,” Lola replied.

      Annie looked back again, smiled, and stepped out onto a walkway that ran the entire circumference of the space station with nothing but a little hand railing between her and nearly infinite space.
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      “That was amazing!” Annie said exuberantly.

      We were sitting in the cafeteria up alongside a long window that Annie had just been on the other side of about an hour ago. The cafeteria was situated on an outer wall in the upper level of the space station, and a portion of the spacewalk catwalk went right by the long windows that ran the length of the room.

      “Oh my God, I wish you had been out there with me,” she said.

      Somehow, I was finally able to look out the window without getting woozy and was enjoying the spectacular view. Meanwhile, Annie was glued to her PCD, watching the replay of the spacewalk she’d just taken.

      “Look! There’s you in the background!” she exclaimed, spinning her PCD to show me the part of the video where a railing-mounted camera showed her out on the catwalk, with me standing alongside Lola inside the STU room.

      I smiled, nodded, and tried to give her a little space and time to enjoy this. She deserved it. I mean, she really deserved it. It took a walk in outer space to give it to her, but she had her endorphins going and her adrenaline pumping, and if she wanted to forget about all the crap we were going through for a few minutes, then the least I could do for her was to sit back and let it happen. I did have work to do, though. I knew where all the spare parts for the STU were, and I knew how I’d be able to open the door behind which they were locked. With less than two hundred people on board this space station at any given time, it wouldn’t take me very long at all to start phishing for identities and find Lola’s. It hadn’t occurred to me to ask her last name, but I was hoping there would be only one Lola up here at the moment. Once I found her and once I assumed her identity on my PCD, I would have the same access to the locked door that she had. The only thing I still needed to think through was how we’d get into the STU room. How vigilant was the staff in staying put after they did a transfer? Would there ever be a time when no one was standing guard? If not, could I get Annie to cause some sort of distraction to lure them out of the room? If not to both of those—and I kind of hated to even have to think this way because I had sworn to myself that I wouldn’t hurt anyone else if I could help it—I might absolutely have to either restrain or temporarily incapacitate someone to get into that closet. I didn’t want to, but if that was the only way, I guess that’s what I’d have to do.

      “Alden. Alden!” Annie’s voice pulled me from my machinations. I think she’d been saying my name for quite some time.

      “What?” I finally said.

      “Look,” she said very quietly and showed me with her eyes where I should be looking.

      Off to my right there was a 2D television monitor mounted on a wall, and looking back at me from the screen was an image of my own face alongside Annie’s.

      “Oh no.” I groaned, feeling all the nausea I’d just recently conquered coming back over me again in a wave.

      I quickly took my PCD out of my pocket, paired it to the TV, put the volume down low, and held it up to my ear. Annie did the same with her own PCD.

      “The portable STU stolen by Alden Heath and Annie Crown was found inside a locker at Grand Central Station. The STU Donor Union says they’re glad to have the unit back, and the STU Corporation confirmed that the reward they offered for information leading to the capture of Mr. Heath and Ms. Crown still stands at two hundred fifty thousand dollars.”

      I very much felt like I was about to throw up.

      The cafeteria wasn’t full, but it also wasn’t not full. There were plenty of eyes attached to plenty of heads in here, and I felt like every single one of them was looking at me, but I couldn’t look up to confirm it.

      “Alden,” Annie said quietly.

      “Yeah?” I replied softly, feeling like someone was probably standing right behind me and getting ready to throw a noose over my head.

      “We need to get out of here.”

      “I know,” I said.

      I looked up and dared to glance around the room. To my surprise, no one was looking at us. The mob was not converging, an alarm had not been raised, and I didn’t see any pitchforks. Funny, when it’s your face on the TV, you kind of think everyone else must be looking at it too. In reality, though, everyone was either looking out the window at their spectacular view of Earth or keeping a very close eye on their pouch of food, trying to make sure they got the edible parts into their mouth, as opposed to having them float off across the room.

      Annie apparently saw what I saw but said, “We still need to go.”

      “No point to being here anymore anyway,” I said. “I mean, stealing the chipset doesn’t do us any good anymore, and I suppose I could try to steal the whole damn portable STU, but for one, it’s bolted to the table, and two, I’m pretty sure someone would notice me trying to smuggle that off the space station.”

      My PCD was still linked to the TV on the other side of the room, and I heard something that got my attention.

      “In other STU news, in an effort to continue rehabbing his image tarnished by the lawsuit brought against him by Juliette Hanson nearly two years ago for the manner in which he had acquired her ice-carving skill, tech billionaire Arthur Jade will be attending the annual Blue Crystal Fundraiser Gala this evening and selling his Olympic level skill of archery off to the highest bidder. All funds from the sale will go directly to the Blue Crystal Foundation, and the skill transfer will be taking place right after the auction is concluded.”

      I did a quick search on my PCD and found that the Blue Crystal Gala was taking place at the Mason-Daye Theater in Los Angeles the next night.

      “We need to get to LA,” I said to Annie.

      “What?”

      “And what did that weird Australian guy say about those Flyer things? For a million bucks they’ll take you to any major city you want?”

      “What?” she asked again, exasperated. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’ll tell you in our room.”

      Just because no one happened to look up at the TV in the cafeteria then immediately look over and see either of us didn’t mean that no one would be doing it any time soon. It was for that reason that I wanted to get off the Space Station sooner rather than later. If we got recognized up here, there would literally be no place to go but down the Elevator and into the waiting cuffs of law enforcement. I also had an idea about getting into a room with Arthur Jade and his portable STU at the Blue Crystal Gala, and since that was going to be happening in less than twenty-four hours, we simply didn’t have enough time to wait for the next Elevator to arrive tomorrow. We needed to go now.

      “And you’re sure there’s nothing we could do to keep you on board the SS Olympus with us?” the older woman named Gabby was asking me.

      We’d gone back to the room and contacted Lola to tell her we wanted to book immediate passage on board one of the Flyers back down to Earth. Instead of coming to our room herself, though, this Gabby woman had shown up.

      “Lola told me that you might be having some trouble with your equilibrium, Mr. Rojas. If that’s the only issue, we do have a doctor on board who would be more than happy to evaluate your—”

      “It’s not that,” I said, interrupting her as politely as possible.

      “It’s just business,” Annie said. “We thought he’d be able to get away from the office for a whopping two days, but apparently, even that was too much to ask.”

      She was playing the part of the annoyed girlfriend being dragged out of yet another social engagement due to her significant other’s demanding work schedule. As usual, she was doing a way better job of selling our story than I ever could have.

      “Well then, it’s fortunate one of our Flyers is available,” said Gabby. “Only one of them was booked from the last trip up on the Elevator, so we’ve actually got three on board right now. Usually, we only have two at a time so, we’re happy we can accommodate you.”

      “Yeah,” I said and nodded, not  sure if she was looking for a good review or something.

      

      Apparently already aware that we had come up here with no bags and no belongings whatsoever, Gabby simply Velcro-stepped her way across our tiny little room, opened the door, and offered to lead the way. No sooner had the three of us stepped out into the hallway than the old Aussie and his daughter-aged girlfriend appeared from around the bend.

      “Oy,” he called out. “Where you all headed?”

      “Early departure,” Annie said.

      “But the good news is,” I chimed in, “that we’ll be taking your advice on The Flyer, and we’ll be taking one of those back down to the ground.”

      “Aw, jealous,” the man said with a big grin.

      “I thought you were taking a Flyer down to Mahi Mahi?” I said.

      “Bora Bora,” he replied. “But that’s tomorrow. Now’s now, and I’m jealous right now.”

      The man was wearing his usual big grin, but his girlfriend was looking at me with an odd expression. I pondered it for just a moment and realized that it was just as likely she was looking at me funny because we were leaving this once-in-a-lifetime and amazingly expensive vacation early as it was that she’d seen our faces on the TV and recognized us. In fact, it was probably more likely that she just thought we were weird for leaving, but it once again reinforced the decision I’d made to get us off this thing as soon as possible.

      The two of them rip-rip-ripped past us, and we set off in the other direction, back toward where the Elevator had deposited us and where the Flyers were stored.

      There was no skill transfer needed for this. No skill of any kind at all, apparently. All we had to do was let the crew strap us into the thing, and less than thirty minutes later we’d be getting greeted by a crew in Long Beach, California, next to the Queen Mary. We had asked to be sent directly down to Los Angeles, but apparently, they thought this was close enough. God forbid you pay a million dollars for a ride and they actually take you exactly where you want to go.

      “Front or back?” another short man in a staff shirt was asking me. I was feeling pretty sure they deliberately hired short people to work here because it somehow saved them money in weight-transport on the elevator.

      “Huh?” I asked.

      “Do you want to sit in the front or back?”

      I looked to Annie and she shrugged.

      “Both seats will essentially have the same view upon reentry,” Gabby said from up near the front of the craft. “As you can see, the rear seat is actually set up a little higher, so the view is completely unobstructed by the seat up front.”

      “Cool,” Annie said. “I’ll take the top seat, then.”

      “The one in the back?” the shorter man who had been speaking to me asked, just to confirm.

      “Yeah,” Annie said, looking at me to see if I had any objections.

      I did not.

      I hadn’t really looked very closely at the Flyers when they were attached to the side of the Elevator, but they were pretty cool little vehicles. It looked like someone took a really skinny Lamborghini and cross-bred it with the little space car that George Jetson from that really old cartoon used to fly around in. The exterior was gun-metal gray and actually had what looked to me like a black racing stripe down either side. Upon closer inspection, though, I’d realized that the “stripes” were actually strips of solar panels.

      With no further fanfare or instruction, we hopped up into the Flyer and began getting strapped in.

      “You guys might wanna take your glasses off for the first part of the ride,” the shorter gentleman suggested to us after he had tightened up the last harness. “It can be a little bumpy to get started.”

      “No, thanks,” I said. No way I was taking off my Shadez at this point.

      “They’re corrective lenses for both of us,” Annie said from behind me. “And I don’t think either of us wanna miss even a little bit of this.”

      “Okay,” the man replied. “But either make sure they’re on good and tight, or you keep a hand on ’em until you break through the atmosphere.”

      “How will we know when that happens?” I asked.

      “Well, for starters, the ride will get a lot smoother, and then, you see this little display panel in front of you?” he asked, reaching up into the cockpit and pointing at the little black screen right in front of me. “It’ll say, ‘atmosphere entered,’ once you reach the upper atmosphere.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Well then.” You really didn’t need to know anything to take this ride.

      The final checks were completed, the canopy of the vehicle came down, sealing us in, Gabby and her coworker exited the room, and a countdown began both on the screen in front of me and audibly through some speakers that were in the Flyer.

      Five, four, three, two, one.

      I was bracing to get launched out of the space station, then I realized when the countdown got to “one,” the only thing that happened was that the door to the bay we were in started to slide open.

      “Oh, right,” I said quietly. “We can’t exactly go shooting out into space if the door’s not open.”

      Annie didn’t reply to my vocalization, but I’m sure she knew I’d just realized I’d thought of something dumb and eventually figured it out on my own.

      The door opened, and we were left staring out at a view consisting half of the black emptiness of outer space speckled with tiny pinpricks of light from far-off stars, and half with the big blue-and-white globe of the Earth below.

      I felt the Flyer coming to life around me as the engines seemed to warm up in preparation for departure. Another little countdown began, and in three, two, one, I heard a clonk noise, and the Flyer came up off of the ground and started moving toward the open door.

      “This is awesome,” I heard Annie saying from just behind me.

      “Yeah. It is.”
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      We were on fire. Or at least, that’s what it looked like from my vantage point within the cockpit.

      “Whoooooa,” I heard Annie saying from behind me.

      We were in, what I would consider, to be the extra turbulent part of the ride, and it looked like a thin layer of fire had sprung up all around us on the exterior of the Flyer. Beyond the gossamer layer of flame, the surface of the Earth and the western coast of the United States was resolving into focus. Within a matter of moments, the flames melted away from our craft, and the bumpiness of the ride smoothed out considerably. For a moment, I could have sworn that the readout for our speed on the little monitor in front of me said just over seventeen thousand miles per hour, but that seemed crazy. Then again, the continent that had seemed so very far away just a moment earlier appeared to be getting closer and closer by the second.

      I think what I was looking at now was probably the lowermost part of California, maybe San Diego, or maybe even Mexico. Before I had time to really try to think about it, I felt a not sudden, but certainly noticeable deceleration as our downward movement seemed to level off and our lateral movement increased. As a result, the coastline began whizzing by, the ocean on our left and land on the right.

      “How’s your tummy, Alden?” Annie asked mockingly.

      “Actually, not bad,” I replied, and I wasn’t lying. Before today, this type of sudden and extreme movement would have had me reaching for the barf bag, but it seemed that our little trip to outer space had actually toughened me up a little bit.

      Annie laughed, and our little shuttle slowed even further, then rotated so that we were looking only at the land. We seemed to just be hanging in the air for a moment, then all lateral movement ceased, and the ship slowly started to descend. In front of us, a little bit off to the left was a huge boat.

      “It’s the Queen Mary!” Annie said. “This is so cool.”

      We jetted forward just a little bit, the monstrous boat shifting out of my field of view, as I watched a helicopter take off from maybe the length of a football field away. This seemed to be a pretty busy area, and here we were, just dropping in on it with our little spaceship.

      “Mr. Rojas, Ms. Ortiz, welcome to Long Beach,” a man’s voice said to us from the speakers within the cabin of The Flyer.

      “Thank, uh, thank you,” I said, a little surprised at the sound of the voice.

      “You’ll be touching down in just a moment, and if you could, just stay right where you are. Don’t try to remove your safety harnesses, and we’ll have a crew ready to take you out quicker than a shooting star can cross the horizon.”

      What was that, space humor?

      “Okay, we’ll stay put,” Annie replied.

      I heard a whirring sound that reminded me of the sound an airplane makes when it’s extending its landing wheels, and, sure enough, we seemed to hit the ground just a moment later and compress a little bit on what I could only assume were the shocks attached to the wheels.

      “And we have touchdown,” said the voice on the radio, as if we didn’t notice that we had just landed. “Stand by.”

      Three men were already jogging across the concrete toward our little ship and arrived alongside us in moments. As soon as they did, our canopy began to rise, and two of the men set up stepladders of differing heights, one right next to my spot in the cockpit and the other taller one next to Annie. The two men stepped up onto the ladders and began unstrapping, unbuckling, and detaching us from all the safety gear we’d been cocooned in.

      “I know you two were only up there for less than a day, but gravity is still going to feel pretty funny as soon as you try to stand up, so go ahead and take it easy,” the man unstrapping my harnesses said. “You need any help, you feel even the slightest bit woozy, dizzy, or queasy, you let either me, Marco, or Danny here know, and we’ll help ya out. My name is Andrew.”

      I nodded, and Andrew gave me his hand and told me to stand up slowly.

      “Whoa,” I said as all the blood apparently drained out of my head, leaving me both dizzy and temporarily blind. My vision had gone instantly black but was already returning from the edges in.

      “Can you see me?” Andrew asked. The blindness was apparently not an uncommon thing.

      “Yeah, I can now,” I replied. “Just lost ya for a second there.”

      Vision returned, I planted my feet and got ready to follow Andrew up, out, and onto the little ladder.

      I took the one big step up and seven little steps down feeling like I weighed about four hundred pounds each time my foot contacted something solid. Once both my feet were on the ground, Marco or Danny, I wasn’t sure which one, helped Annie out of her seat and down onto the ground next to me.

      “Whoa,” she said, instantly reaching for me to lean on. “Heavy.”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “Get off. You’re making it worse.”

      I was half-joking but did actually feel a lot better when she let go of me so I could suffer

      “Sure,” I replied. under just my own natural Earth-gravity weight.

      “The Olympus Corporation did arrange for a car to take you two the rest of the way up to Los Angeles,” Andrew started to say. “This time of day it shouldn’t take any more than thirty minutes or so, but I’d suggest you guys can just take a seat in our visitors’ lounge for a few minutes, maybe have a drink of water and just walk around a little bit until you get your bearings. Hopping right into a car after a trip like that is a pretty sure way to guarantee the regurgitation of your last meal.”

      A part of me wanted to play the tough guy and tell Andrew that we’d be fine, but the other part of me, the part that contained my stomach, decided to take him up on his offer.

      Annie and I, holding hands mostly for the sake of mutual support, followed the three men across the landing area and into a small one-floor building. Inside, a woman was standing behind a long desk off to the left. To the right was a large lounge area with seats, couches, and 2D TVs on the wall.

      “How ’bout that water?” Andrew asked once we’d gotten inside.

      

      One of the other two men dashed off and disappeared into a doorway that was behind the woman at the desk. Moments later, he returned holding two plastic bottles of spring water.

      “Thank you,” Annie said as she took hers, and I did the same.

      Just then, Andrew seemed to have gotten a message on his PCD because he reached into his pocket and gave it a quick look.

      “Good news,” he said. “Your thirty-minute ride just turned into a five-minute one.  Olympus has sent you guys a Mag Car, and as soon as you’ve got your bearings, you just let Maria over there know, and she’ll get one of us to bring you a golf cart and get you over to the Mag Car pick-up location.”

      Maria was apparently the young woman behind the desk, so I gave both her and Andrew a nod and said, “Will do.”

      We didn’t need long, just a few minutes or so to practice walking, standing, and sitting. I also used my PCD to check the availability for tickets to the Blue Crystal Gala and was just about to buy a pair when I decided this might be a good time to once again change our identities.

      I worked on my own PCD first and came up with the identity of one Mr. Gerry Callahan. I didn’t exactly look super Irish, but it was certainly better than Sebastian Rojas, so I stuck with it. I was just about to ask Annie for her PCD, then remembered about that screen share thing I’d done so long ago and gave that a try. Sure enough, I could log into her PCD and grab her a new identity without even having to physically hold her device. That was kind of weird, but either way, I now found myself standing next to Clare Jacobs instead of Mariana Ortiz.

      “Cool,” she said after I told her about her new identity. “I like that name.”

      I then went back onto the site for the Blue Crystal Gala and purchased us two standing room tickets for a mere one hundred thousand dollars each.

      “Bargain,” Annie said sarcastically.

      I gave it a couple more minutes and actually tried hopping up and down a few times, and when I was certain that the action wouldn’t make me feel like my insides were coming out, I gave Maria the heads-up that we were ready to go, and she shot Andrew a message to let him know.

      Just a couple minutes later, we were on a little golf cart headed toward a big luxury Mag Car that would be taking us up to LA.

      “A girl could get used to this,” Annie said as the Mag Car driver opened the door and let her in.

      “Yeah, well, don’t,” I replied.

      From the moment we’d left the STU Donor Union headquarters until now, we had spent a total of four million four hundred forty-two thousand four hundred dollars. It was a ghastly amount of money to have burned through in three and a half days, and with what I wanted to do at the Gala tomorrow night, we probably wouldn’t have enough left to get a meal at Taco Bell when it was all over. Right about now, it was all or nothing.
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      The only thing I’d eaten in the last day was the little breakfast in Bogota and a few bites of that freeze-dried stuff I’d had up in the cafeteria of the SS Olympus, so I was pretty darn hungry. We were in the back of the luxury Mag Car heading up to Los Angeles, and the only sounds you could hear as we glided above the street-level traffic were the ones coming from my grumbling stomach. I was originally going to look for a hotel near where the Gala was to be taking place the next day and ask the driver to take us there, but instead, I called up a little map of the area on my PCD, found a deli, and asked him to drop us off there instead.

      The drive into LA was quick and uneventful, which I was thankful for. We got dropped off at the deli, and a few minutes later, with an Italian sub in my stomach, I could focus on the task of remedying the fact that I did not own a black tie, or a tuxedo for that matter, that I could wear to the black tie affair that was the Blue Crystal Gala. All I had right now was a pair of jeans, a novelty Polo from the Space Elevator, two old socks, and some well-used boxers, and that obviously wasn’t going to cut it.

      I referenced my little map again and found a men’s clothier a couple blocks away, which reported to “sell suits for formal occasions.” Inside the trendy little shop was rack after rack of all the latest styles in suits alongside a smaller but even more expensive selection of tuxedos. I let Annie pick out the one she liked most and declined the offer of tailoring, as the one off the rack seemed to fit pretty well anyway.

      Inside a woman’s clothing store one street over, Annie picked herself out a stunning black silk dress. She’d actually had her eye on a gorgeous seafoam green dress, low cut in the front and already perfectly tailored for her shape. As much as I really wanted to see her in it, I had to tell her to go with the black one instead because the less visible we were, the better. We had to be there, but didn’t really want to be seen being there. I felt like the green dress would have attracted a lot of eyes, which was the opposite of what we needed right about now.

      Neither of us had ever been to an event like the Blue Crystal Gala before. The closest thing I guess would have been our respective high school proms, but in reality, a high school prom was to the blue Crystal Gala as a ’96 Chevy was to a brand-new luxury Mag Car. The top tier tickets to the event were a quarter-million dollars apiece. For that price, you actually got a meal. Yup, a full-on sit-down five-course meal. What did you get for the hundred thousand dollars per ticket we had bought? Hors d’oeuvres. Oh, and one drink. You can’t forget about the one drink that comes with your ticket. After that, though, it’s a PCD bar, and you pay as you go. I guess I didn’t really need any booze, though. Come to think of it, I’d probably be so nervous that keeping anything down was going to be a bit of a challenge. The Blue Crystal Gala was televised live every year as a way to help raise even more money for the four rotating organizations it supported. They always had top musicians, great comedians, and even artists creating some spectacular pieces live and on the spot. One year I’d tuned in to watch a speed painter recreate a radicalized version of the Mona Lisa in ninety seconds. The crazy part was, you didn’t even know what he was painting until he flipped the canvas one hundred eighty degrees, then finished the last few brush strokes with a flourish. It was very impressive. I saw on the program that Arthur Jade’s skill transfer was also going to be a part of the live broadcast. The description said it was going to feature a display of Mr. Jade’s archery skill before the transfer and a display of the newly acquired skill from the winner of the bidding immediately after the transfer. I was planning on being there in front of that portable STU when the cameras were rolling. Then, I’d show the world what a gift these machines could really be to humanity. After that, I was hopeful that some of the skills I’d acquired from Frank would allow me to pull one last rabbit out of the hat, so that Annie and I could escape and disappear, knowing that with the secret out, there would be no reason to keep chasing us.

      If I didn’t make it out, though, which I understood was far more likely, I knew I’d have an awful lot to answer for. Truthfully, though, I was okay with that. Anyone who’d been watching the news coverage about Annie and me this week probably thought we had just gone on a crazy murderous rampage for no reason whatsoever, but at least if I was caught, I’d have the opportunity to explain.

      I wasn’t really sure which way it would go, but I did know that it was all going to have to go down at the Gala. There was just no way that Annie and I could keep running like this for much longer. We had a quarter-million-dollar bounty on our heads, a giant corporation, a powerful union, and anywhere from one to three governments all looking for us. Those concerns were all for tomorrow, though. Tonight, Annie and I were going to go on a date.

      With our new outfits in hand, I found us a hotel nearby, got us a room for the night, and went there to drop off our new purchases. Those outfits were for tomorrow, and what we had on now wasn’t going to be good enough for the date night I had in mind for the evening, so we headed back out to do even more shopping. Annie was in her glory. For me, she picked out an outfit I guess you could call business casual. Dark slacks, nice shoes, and a shirt just as well fitted but fortunately less still and shiny than the one she had bought me at Trace in New York. For her outfit, she convinced me to let her go with something green, as she had wanted to do with her dress for the Gala. This one was far less flashy and much more appropriate for a regular night out on the town.

      It was going to be just like the night I’d found out my brother was getting me four thousand dollars for the stupid scuba skill. We changed back at the hotel, found a nice restaurant nearby, and ordered whatever we wanted from the menu, not even bothering to look at the prices. We ordered drink after drink with names like Maui Sunrise, Los Angeles Iced Tea, and The Blue Surfer. That last one was sweet as hell, but I didn’t mind at all. I was just this side of drunk and wanted to stay there so I’d be able to enjoy the rest of the night with as many of my faculties that I could still keep working as possible. In other words, I wanted to remember this night . . . just in case.

      When dinner was over and the last neon-colored drink was gone, we walked back to our hotel and took the elevator up to our room. I actually felt bad for the other couple riding the elevator with us because they didn’t understand a single one of our dumb elevator jokes and looked overly happy when the door finally opened to let us off.

      “Oh no. I hope I left my Velcro slippers on the top floor.”

      I don’t know. It seemed funny to us.

      The hotel bed was a king. It looked bigger than a king to me, though, and Annie said they called it a California King. In New York, you’d simply call it “way too big for your apartment,” but it was perfect for us right now. The fancy hotel sheets were almost as soft as Annie’s skin, and after one round atop the cozy bed, we filled up the little Jacuzzi in the bathroom and enjoyed a well-deserved soak. After that, it was back to the bed, where the only thing different from that night in Hoboken that felt like it must have happened a thousand years ago, was that no one was pounding on the floor beneath us, though Lord knows if anyone was down there, they probably wanted to.

      The last time I’d checked the clock it was close to 4:00 AM, and even though I didn’t want this night to end, sleep finally overtook me, and I passed out holding Annie in my arms.

      The next morning, I woke up, switched on the 3D TV opposite the bed, and once again saw my own face looking back at me.

      “Shit.”
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      “Someone on the space station must have recognized us,” Annie said.

      “Probably. Maybe. I don’t know,” I replied.

      The local TV news was reporting that Annie and I had just taken a Flyer down from the SS Olympus and had touched down in Long Beach yesterday. They knew the names Sebastian Rojas and Mariana Ortiz, so it was either someone on the Space Station who had recognized us, or possibly maybe someone on the ground crew. Either way, someone knew we’d gone to LA.

      “We gotta go,” I said, pulling back the covers and wishing for like the thirtieth time in the past few days that I could remember to buy more than one change of clothing at a time.

      I put on my comfortable though admittedly not-so-fresh pair of jeans and matched that with the button-down shirt I’d worn last night. Poor Annie had to go with the same outfit she’d been wearing since Bogota, since I had apparently put a rather large rip in her dress the night before during our first enthusiastic moments back in the room. It was either that or wear the new black dress we’d bought yesterday, and that was way too formal to just be walking around in.

      We gathered up everything we had, which wasn’t much, made sure we were wearing our Shadez, and made our way out a side door in the hotel without bothering to check out.

      “Thank God for your stomach,” Annie said as we followed the skinny sidewalk alongside the building away from the main road.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “If you hadn’t gotten hungry on the way up here, you would have taken the Mag Car driver right to the hotel, and then they’d know exactly where we were.”

      “Yeah, well,” I said. “The deli I had him drop us off at is right here in the neighborhood, so we should get as far away from here as quickly as we can.”

      The sidewalk we were on deposited us in a shallow one-car-deep parking lot on the backside of the hotel. It didn’t exactly connect to the rear parking lot of the building next to it, but all you had to do in order to get there was step over a small curb. So, we did that, and kept doing that until we finally ran out of rear parking lots to walk through and got forced out onto the main road. I still didn’t know exactly where to go, but I had a feeling that any direction away from here was fine. I kept my eyes peeled for a bus stop and finally found one about three blocks up.

      When the bus finally arrived and I waved my PCD across the payment strip, I was half expecting alarms to go off and for a police helicopter to come swooping out of the sky. When the only thing that happened was a little light turning green and a small “ding” coming from a tiny speaker, I actually felt myself unclench my ass, which I hadn’t even realized I’d been clenching. Yeah, I definitely needed to put an end to all of this tonight. This really was no way to live.

      We took the bus uptown, downtown, I don’t know, maybe side town. I had no idea which direction we were going. It was just taking us away from the hotel, and that was good with me. We would be going back, though. The Mason-Daye Theater, site of tonight’s gala, was just two blocks away from the hotel. But for now, I just wanted to get as far away from that deli, the hotel, and every other spot we’d been walking around in since yesterday as we possibly could.

      We rode for about twenty minutes and finally got off at a little cluster of shops, one of which looked like they were serving breakfast both inside and out. You might think that food would be one of the last things on my mind at the moment, but after all the weird drinks I’d had the previous night, I needed something in my belly to start soaking it all up. In fact, it was half a miracle I wasn’t currently suffering from a crazy blue hangover. Amazing what a little shot of the-police-might-be-coming-to-get-you induced adrenaline can do for a hangover.

      We took a seat inside the little restaurant, no need for us to be outside and exposed to any more passersby than necessary. Sitting in the back corner of a not-so-crowded restaurant with a booth-divider separating us from the next closest set of diners and making sure to keep our heads buried in our menus was just as good a way to keep hidden as anything else I could think of at the moment.

      “We’re not still going to the Gala tonight, are we?” Annie asked in a quiet voice.

      “Yeah,” I said. “We are.”

      The waitress came over, and I kept my face buried in the menu as if I was still looking over what I wanted to order. Annie did the same, and the waitress just asked if we’d like some water or coffee.

      “Water for me,” I said.

      “Coffee, please,” Annie replied, as we continued to make an awkward zero amount of eye contact with the woman.

      “Actually, I’m going, but maybe it’d be smart if you didn’t,” I said to Annie as the waitress walked away.

      “What?” she said in a much louder voice than the rest of our conversation so far.

      I put a finger to my lips and gave her a slight shh.

      “No way you’re going without me,” she said, much quieter but equally pissed.

      “I’m going to get in front of that STU,” I said. “I’m going to get on TV, and I’m going to show the world what the STU corporation has been doing, but that doesn’t mean you have to be there risking yourself too.”

      I looked at her, and I actually couldn’t tell if she was about to cry, or jump across the table and start pummeling me.

      The waitress came back just then and asked if we were ready to order. Annie asked for some omelet or another, I wasn’t really listening, but I said I’d have the same thing, and we returned to our conversation as soon as the woman walked away.

      “So, what?” Annie said, still sounding pissed. “You want me to just go find a nice, quiet hotel room somewhere, check in, watch the Gala on TV, hope it all goes right, and just wait for you to come strolling back over to the hotel so that the two of us can reconnect after all the danger is over and go on our merry way?”

      “Well, yeah,” I said, trying to sound like I believed that everything was going to go exactly like that, but having a very hard time selling it.

      She did not respond. She just held my gaze with a flat, hard look that was actually making me really nervous. I was kind of expecting her to start making her argument as to why she should be coming with me, but I quickly realized, she didn’t have to. The matter was settled. All I had to do was nod.

      We ate the rest of the meal in relative silence, found a little shop that sold baseball caps, bought two, and pulled them down nice and low over our faces. The Shadez would do their job of fooling facial recognition software, but there was nothing better than a tilted down baseball cap to block your face from any Lookie Loos who might have spotted you on TV.

      We had our plan for the night, but we still had a full day’s worth of time to kill before the Gala got underway. I thought about it for a little while, and as we walked past some more shops and into a larger parking lot area, I noticed a movie theater at the opposite end from where we were.

      I was trying to cover all our bases in our efforts to stay hidden, by suggesting we sit in a big, dark room while wearing our Shadez and baseball caps, but there was still one other little hurdle to overcome. On the off-chance anyone was able to follow the breadcrumbs of our ever-changing identities, I didn’t want to buy our tickets to the movie and leave a digital fingerprint of where we’d been, so, I did what I used to do in high school when I wanted to see a movie and didn’t have any money to pay for it—I snuck us in.

      We sat through one movie, a film about a world where everyone somehow had their innermost wish granted by something they referred to as “The Big Flash.” It revolved around a criminal named Jimmy and a teenage girl named Cindy, who was looking to get revenge on Jimmy for having shot her and killed her father. It was excellent, but when it ended, we still had a ton of time to kill. On top of that, the smell of popcorn was actually making me really hungry again. I hadn’t eaten much of my omelet at breakfast. It had been kind of hard to focus on eating while Annie had been laser-beaming me with her evil stare. It was at this moment that Annie decided to commit her first criminal act of our entire adventure together. After people placed their orders at the concession stand, they’d take a step back and wait for their names to be called, at which point they’d step back up and retrieve their goodies. The teenager behind the counter had called out the name “Mandy” twice when Annie decided to horridly step in and claim the food. I’m not sure where Mandy was, but I was glad she was slow because I very much enjoyed her popcorn and blue Icee drink as we casually walked through the lobby getting ready to duck into yet another film.

      Theater number nine didn’t have a ticket taker in front of it, but we could clearly hear the previews from inside, so we just walked in and got ready to kill a couple more hours. I shared the popcorn that my criminal mastermind of a girlfriend had stolen for me, and we held each other’s slightly sticky hands until the final credits rolled by.

      Even then, neither of us moved until the lights finally came on and I turned to Annie and asked, “You ready?”

      She replied with a nod.

      I bought us both one-day passes to a gym that was in the same plaza as the movie theater. Buying tickets to the theater and sitting there for five hours had seemed risky, but this was only going to take a few minutes before we’d be back on our way, so I didn’t mind the risk.

      Never had two people prepared so elegantly for the Blue Crystal Gala as we were doing right now. Instead of working out at the gym, we both just took showers in the mostly clean locker rooms, put on our formal wear, and called a car to bring us back down to the Mason-Daye Theater.
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      “Man, I feel really bad about this. You guys really should have requested something a little fancier,” the driver of our car said to us for like the tenth time.

      We were about a quarter of the way into the horseshoe driveway of the Mason-Daye Theater, and every car in front of us was some form of high-end Mag vehicle. Most were of the luxury type, but there was one speedster-looking two-seater version up by the front door right now. Behind us was an overly large Mag SUV that reminded me of the one we’d commandeered in that city somewhere in Colombia. Us? We were in a light blue four-door sedan with cloth seats.

      “You sure you guys have tickets to this thing?” the driver asked.

      “Yes,” I replied, really only paying half attention to the guy at this point.

      An interminable amount of time later, we finally made our way to the front door, where two men in white shirts and black vests came to open our doors. Immediately on their heels were two ticket takers, who I knew for a fact had not met anyone else at their car. In fact, I could see from here the seats they had vacated, which were behind a small table that was next to the front door of the building. I took a little pleasure in seeing the surprise on their faces when they asked to scan for our tickets and after I proffered my PCD, a pleasant little ding sounded from the PCD of the man, who I’m sure would have been ever so delighted to send us on our way had the ding not sounded.

      Instead, he gave us a gratifyingly cordial, “Right this way,” and directed us toward the red carpet that led up the stairs and into the main lobby.

      There was actual paparazzi all around the red carpet, which gave me that butt-clenching panicked feeling again, but thankfully, after a few of them seemed to exchange quizzical looks, not a single one of them wasted a camera flash on Annie or me. They were only here for the stars.

      Inside, the majesty of the lobby alone was absolutely breathtaking. If I had spent all of Frank’s five million dollars at once, it might have paid for about a third of the marble tile on the floor and two of the marble columns amongst sixteen others that dotted the room. As for the giant fountain with its carved statues spitting water out of various orifices, well, I’m not sure even all of Domingo’s ingots would have paid for that.

      The dinner was being served beyond the lobby in a huge ballroom, where a number of casually intimidating security guards stood, making sure us “regular” folk who only paid a hundred thousand dollars apiece to get in here didn’t accidentally crash their classy meal. Seeing that I’d spotted the dining area, a young woman in a stark white dress wearing a silver nametag that said “Elaine” directed us off to one of the spectacular side bars, where liquor was being served and artists were creating spectacles of their trade.

      While standing in the short line for the bar we’d been directed to, I saw a man sitting in a large pile of sand, creating the most intricate and incredible sand castles I had ever seen. Opposite him was a woman using a blowtorch to mold and sculpt metal into the form of what I think would eventually become a giraffe.

      “This is amazing,” Annie said, taking in the full opulence and extravagance of our surroundings.

      I nodded my agreement.

      When we got up to the head of the line, Annie and I both unlocked our PCDs to show proof of our “one free drink” and I asked for two of the house specials. A little sign on the bar said, “ask about our house special,” and I apparently like doing what signs tell me to do, especially if the sign looks like it’s been gilded.

      Damn, this place is fancy.

      The drinks were amazing, but they were also just as tiny as they were delicious. Each of our crystal goblets contained an ice cube that was about the size of a golf ball, and I’m pretty sure that if you were to melt the ice, it would have been just as much liquid as the rest of the drink. I didn’t bother to ask how much one of these drinks would have cost to purchase on its own, but I’m sure it would have been a ridiculous number. It didn’t really matter, though. I’d had more than my share of alcohol last night, and I wasn’t here to drink. I was here to do a job.

      Annie and I mostly kept to ourselves, only interacting with the wait staff when they came by holding up their silver platters and offering up tiny foods with French names that my mouth wouldn’t be able to pronounce even if you gave me the French language skill for free. They were tasty, though. But it made me realize that rich people were weird. If they could afford to have such incredible food cooked for them, why did they only want to have tiny little portions of it at a time?

      Eventually, the dinner in the main ballroom came to a conclusion, and one of those trendy bands that I knew from the radio but never bothered to learn the name of took to the stage. People danced and people drank, and Annie and I did our best to keep to the edges of the party. We spent a lot of time examining the auction items that were up for sale. Most of them were set up on ornate displays littered near the outer perimeter of the party. Examining these displays helped us to both look occupied, while also avoiding too much human contact.

      Two more bands played short sets of their most popular music. In between each, an emcee came to the stage to thank everyone for their generosity and encourage them to spend wildly on all of the items that were up for auction or sale. Eventually, after the final song from the third band finished, a large swath of the ballroom floor was cleared, and I saw two men rolling a large frame with what looked to me to be an archery target toward one end of the room. People cheered, and I began to sweat.
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      Honestly, I’d never thought very much about archery. I remembered it being part of our high school Phys Ed curriculum, where, for some reason, someone on the board of education had thought it would be a good idea to give a bunch of kids ranging from about thirteen to seventeen years of age a bunch of bows and arrows and hope that they would do their best to try to hit some targets as opposed to each other. I guess the safety issue was mitigated by the fact that the bows had about as much tension to them as you might hold on a piece of floss while cleaning out your two front teeth, but still, it seems a little crazy in retrospect.

      This, however, was a whole different story. The lights in the entire ballroom had dimmed, and the elegant curtains hung upon the thirty-foot brass-trimmed windows had been drawn to further soak the ballroom in darkness. At first, the only light in the room came from the screens of so many PCDs of all the onlookers. Then, in an instant, the target that had been wheeled out onto the ballroom floor lit up almost on its own. It was impressive. The target was definitely being lit from somewhere, but the way they were doing it, you couldn’t actually see the source of the light. A moment later, some music began to play, and a voice came over the loudspeakers.

      “Mr. Arthur Jade.”

      “Wow, that was surprisingly short and sweet,” I said to Annie, realizing that was all the announcer was going to say. I had been fully expecting some long-winded sort of—

      “Winner of four Olympic gold medals and two silver medals.”

      “Oh, there it is,” I said in surrender to the announcer.

      A spotlight had come on from the ceiling and was illuminating Mr. Jade as he entered the ballroom from a doorway next to the stage. As he made his way out into the center of the ballroom, where space had been cleared, the announcer went on and on about all of Mr. Jade’s accomplishments; how much he’d done for the Blue Crystal Foundation, and what an amazing philanthropist and human being he was. I kind of tuned it all out except for the part about the instructions on how we’d be able to bid on the archery skill.

      “If you’d like to help out the Foundation and bid on this Olympic level skill being so generously donated by Mr. Arthur Jade on behalf of the Ribbon Corporation, simply log into the secure website displayed on the screen above the stage and make your offer at the end of the demonstration. Bidding will be silent, one bid per guest, and the winner will be revealed as soon as the bidding is closed.”

      “Crap,” I said out loud.

      “What?” Annie asked.

      “I guess I was kind of hoping for one of those auction-type things you see on TV, where people are shouting out numbers and flipping up paddles. All I can do here is just throw out everything I’ve got and hope it does the trick.”

      Annie gave me a bit of a grimace, maybe just now realizing how much of an all-or-nothing proposition this was going to be. If all I had in my account wasn’t enough, that was going to be a problem.

      As Mr. Jade took up his position on the ballroom floor, little pen-sized lights appeared on the ground, running a path between him and the target. Again, I couldn’t tell where the lights were coming from, so the effect was pretty spectacular. The music died down, and everyone in the room got very quiet. The only thing you could hear was the softly spoken commentary of the television host, who was standing in front of a camera about ten feet behind and off to the side of Mr. Jade. Even she stopped talking for just an instant, and in the moment when you could hear a pin drop, the speakers burst back to life, playing some startlingly upbeat rock music.

      As my heart started beating again, my eye was drawn to the target set up some fifty yards away from Mr. Jade’s position on the floor. A red laser light had appeared at the top middle of the target board, and no sooner was it there than its space was simultaneously being occupied by an arrow that had been shot by Mr. Jade. In astonishingly rapid succession, laser dots appeared on the target, and they were stabbed by arrow after arrow, so fast it was almost simultaneous. The accuracy was incredible and only made that much more impressive by the speed at which they were arriving on target. The rock song ended, the lights in the entire room went dark for a moment, and when one single light came back on, it was illuminating only the target board, which now showed a large letter “B” made completely out of arrows. The lasers sprouted back to life and danced across the target board for a moment until resolving into the letters l-u-e next to the B made out of arrows, and the word “Crystal” appeared beneath that. The crowd erupted with cheers and applause as the lights came back on and Mr. Jade took a bow.

      The bidding URL popped back up on the screen above the stage, and a five-minute timer started counting down.

      “How much are you going to bid?” Annie asked.

      “All of it,” I replied quietly. “This is our one shot, and I can’t miss.” I immediately felt like some sort of a pun was in there with regards to the archery, but I could barely think straight, let alone make an intentional pun.

      Not fifteen seconds had gone by, and I had logged onto the site and pledged one million one hundred eighty thousand dollars. It was everything I had left from the money Dr. K had given me, plus the money Frank had transferred to me, along with everything else I’d originally had in my own account. It was either going to be enough, or I was going to have to get creative. I was really hoping it would be enough.

      Waiters and waitresses appeared on the ballroom floor as if from nowhere, and one of them offered us a drink.

      “No, thank you,” I said.

      “Bidding on the archery?” the man asked.

      I nodded, and he wished me good luck, then walked off toward a denser part of the crowd.

      I was a tense wreck. My palms were sweaty, I felt like I had a fever, and the only thing I could hear was the thumping of my own heart.

      “I love you, Alden,” Annie said. It took a moment for me to understand that she was speaking and when I looked up to

      return the sentiment, I saw that the edges of her eyes were starting to fill with tears.

      “Oh no, no,” I said, trying to will her tears back into her eyes. “It’s gonna be okay. I’ll win the bid, I’ll get on TV, I’ll explain everything, and it’ll all be okay.”

      Right about now, I barely even believed that myself, but Annie, being Annie, made one hell of a show of pretending she did. She nodded, wiped the edges of her eyes with the back of her left hand, gave me a huge smile, and said in a cracked whisper, “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I replied.

      The clock on the big screen hit one minute, and the emcee announced there were sixty seconds remaining.

      The lights started to dim again as two men dressed like wait staff entered from a side door, rolling a portable STU on a very ornate little table with wheels on it out to the center of the ballroom.

      “We are about to witness the very first STU transfer ever performed live on TV,” I heard the woman in front of the camera saying into her microphone.

      The lights grew dimmer and dimmer as the clock counted down to zero, and eventually, just before the entire room went dark, a spotlight from above illuminated the little table with the portable STU on it as everything else went completely dark. Mr Jade made his way into the light, and the clock hit zero.

      “Everyone, please give us one more round of applause for Mr. Arthur Jade,” the emcee said as the crowd obliged his request.

      The applause died out, and the man on the stage said something else about the charity and the generosity of Mr. Jade, and honestly, I couldn’t hear two words of it over the pounding of my own heart.  Then, all of a sudden, my hearing returned almost completely to normal as I heard the emcee say, “And by a rather wide margin, showing some true generosity, and apparently a very strong desire to acquire some skills with the bow, the winner of the bidding is . . .”

      There was a pause as some drummer somewhere in the room performed a roll.

      “Mr. Gerry Callahan!”

      The crowd burst into applause, and I nearly threw up in my mouth.

      “It’s you,” Annie whispered just loud enough for me to hear.

      Oh my God, it was. It was me. I was Gerry Callahan.

      As if not in control of my own limbs, I felt my legs start to take me across the ballroom floor, bumping into at least half a dozen people in the darkness along the way.

      “Excuse me. Pardon me. I’m so sorry.”

      “Hey, congratulations,” people said as they made room for me to approach the STU under the way-too-bright giant spotlight.

      I stood at the edge of the light, almost too afraid to step into it, when someone from behind me gave me a friendly nudge, saying something like “go get it,” and I stumbled from the dark and into the light.

      It was hot. The damn spotlight felt insanely hot. At least, it did to me. As another layer of sweat bubbled to the surface of my skin, I heard the woman in front of the camera say, “This is going to be exciting.”

      The waiters who had rolled the STU out onto the floor had somehow disappeared, and in their place was a rather large man in a very well-fitted suit standing with an exaggeratedly wide stance next to the portable STU and looking unabashedly like the high-end security guard he most certainly was. Mr. Jade was also there, and he extended his hand in my direction.

      “Congratulations, young man,” he said. “Nearly one point two million dollars. That was very generous of you. Thank you.”

      “Thank you,” I said back, dumbly.

      “Why don’t you come around this side, so you can face the camera,” he said.

      I walked around to the other side of the little table and was further blinded by the light on the camera that was pointed at us.

      “You ever done this before?” Mr Jade asked me.

      I didn’t respond.

      “I mean, have you ever had a skill transfer before?” he asked, hoping more specificity would elicit a response.

      I nodded.

      “Well then,” he said, “this should be old hat for you.” As he said the word “hat,” he held up one of the STU Hats to an overly generous smattering of laughter from the crowd.

      “So, how are you with a bow and arrow right now?” Mr. Jade asked me.

      “Uh, not very good,” I replied in a much quieter tone of voice than he was using.

      “Well, after this, it might be you representing our country in the next Olympics,” he proclaimed.

      More applause and cheering from the crowd ensued.

      He handed me a STU Hat and I mechanically reached up and put it on my head.

      “So you know how this all works, right?” he asked.

      “Yeah, but . . .” was all I could mutter.

      “All I need to do is—” he started to say, but I cut him off.

      “Wait.”

      “Oh, let’s not keep the audience at home waiting, Mr. Callahan,” he said with a mock tone of disapproval as he looked right into the camera.

      “You don’t need to lose your skill during a transfer,” I stammered out, but far too inarticulately, and much too quietly.

      “What was that?” he asked, not quite sure of what I’d just said.

      “You can preserve your skill during a transfer if I just change,” as I was saying this, I reached over toward the STU and was about to access the touchscreen.

      Before I could get any further in my efforts, the large security guard said in a very stern voice, “Please don’t touch the equipment.”

      “Yeah, but, I can show you that—”

      He stepped quickly between me and the table with the STU on it and grabbed my wrist. Instinctively, I rolled my arm in the opposite direction and reversed the grip so that I was holding his wrist. A collective gasp came from the crowd, and as I reached with my off hand for the STU again, the much larger man broke my hold on his arm. It looked to me like he was about to reach inside his jacket for what I could only assume was a weapon he was wearing in a shoulder holster.

      I kicked him in the nuts. I hadn’t really meant to do it. It just kind of happened. It was his own damn fault, though; standing there with that big, dumb over-exaggerated wide stance.

      The entire crowd groaned all at once.

      A part of my brain wanted to blame the combat skills I’d acquired from Frank for my having done that, but honestly, I think it was probably my own move. I’m not sure the good old schoolyard nut kick was part of the military’s repertoire.

      If the guard hadn’t been going for his gun before I’d kicked him, he was now. I watched as he reached inside his left lapel, and just as soon as he had the gun in his hand, I stepped into him, reversing my stance and put an elbow into his gut as I reached up over my own shoulder, using one hand to bend his wrist the wrong way and the other hand to relieve him of his weapon.

      That was most definitely Frank’s move.

      The crowd screamed, the security man doubled over in pain, and for some reason, I found myself pointing the gun at Mr. Jade.

      “I’m just trying to help,” I said at full volume, my voice finally deciding to work.
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      The crowd was literally tripping over itself trying to get away from us. Mr. Jade looked like he was about to run, so I grabbed him by the arm and pulled him back to stand in front of me.

      “What are you doing?” he shouted.

      “I’m trying to help,” I said for the second time.

      “Put the gun down!” the large security guard shouted at me.

      Oh my God, I was still holding his gun. I tried to look out beyond the spotlight that was on me and could faintly make out a number of men in the crowd pointing guns at me. I didn’t know what else to do, so I pulled Mr. Jade closer and made a show of keeping my gun pointed at him.“I just! I just need to show you something!” I said to the air.

      I noticed then that the TV cameraman was still there. His host had apparently dropped her microphone and run away with the rest of the crowd, but the intrepid cameraman was still here.

      Thank God for that.

      I looked into the camera and tried to explain.

      “I found out that I know there’s a way to do a skill transfer without erasing the skill of the, uh, the Donor,” I said, not very competently.

      “Drop the gun!” the security guard shouted at me.

      “Here,” I said. “I’ll show you.”

      I pushed Mr. Jade a little closer to the portable STU so that I could reach the touchscreen with the hand that wasn’t holding the gun.

      “What are you doing, man?” Mr. Jade shouted at me.

      “I just need to show you that, how, uh—” My mouth stopped working. Everyone was yelling at me, and I just didn’t have the words to explain it. I kept the gun to Mr. Jade’s back, knowing that if I somehow let him slip away that one of the armed men in the crowd would shoot me on the spot. I didn’t want to hurt him, but I couldn’t let him go until I showed everyone what this device could really do. I tapped on the screen of the STU, went into the root menu, and . . . wait. This thing was already set up for a non-destructive transfer.

      The room was spinning. Well, it was actually my mind that was spinning, but it made it feel like everything else had gone completely off-kilter. How was this thing already set up for a non-destructive transfer? Wait.

      “You knew?” I asked Mr. Jade, as it all started to come together in my mind.

      “This man is crazy!” he shouted. “Someone shoot him!”

      “All this . . . this, show . . . and you weren’t even gonna give up your skill?” I asked, almost not believing what was happening. “You knew?”

      “Shoot him!” Mr. Jade yelled, ignoring my accusations.

      They were all in on it. The Corporation, the Union, the government, and of course, of course the rich people were in on it too. Of course. I should have known.

      I looked back into the camera and tried to find some words, but before I could even open my mouth, a voice from somewhere in the ballroom yelled, “It’s him! It’s the Heath guy from New York!”

      Oh my God. This couldn’t get any worse.

      It was tough to see beyond the spotlight, but people were definitely still in the room. I squinted to see what I could, but it was tough to make anything out.

      “I-I . . . I just—” I literally could not make my mouth work.

      People were yelling, and I felt like everything was moving too fast. It was all out of control, and I didn’t know what to say. I was looking out into the veil of darkness, hoping to see . . . I don’t know, something. No, wait, someone. Annie. I could see Annie. It looked like she’d been pushed back with the majority of the crowd to a very far end of the ballroom. I could see she was trying to call to me, but I couldn’t hear her over the rest of the noise.

      “What?”I shouted back to her. “What!” It was no good, though. I just stood there, staring alternately at Annie and at the television camera in front of me, not knowing what to say or do.

      All of a sudden, I felt a slight vibration from my pants pocket. It was my PCD. Like Pavlov’s dog, I reached for the thing before I even knew what I was doing. I was still holding the gun to Mr. Jade’s back, but with my other hand I tried to look at my PCD, but the damn spotlight was making the screen hard to see. I brought it a little closer to my face and saw that it was a text from Annie.

      Talk, was all it said.

      Talk? What? Wait. Yeah, she was right. I needed to talk. I needed to explain what I knew. I just-I just . . . I had no idea how. I just wish I had the skill with words and the skill with people that Annie had. If she were up here, she could explain it.

      No sooner did I have that thought than I felt a little itch that I instantly recognized to be coming from the inside of my skull. It was there . . . and then it was gone, and all of a sudden, I knew exactly what to say.

      “My name is Alden Heath, and the STU Corporation has been lying to us for years. One of the original designers of the PCD and board member of the STU Corporation by the name of Dr. Kertzenheim—”

      I stopped. Right in the middle of my sentence, I stopped. How in the hell did I all of a sudden know exactly what to say? How was it that all of a sudden, I had a keen sense of what the security guard in front of me was feeling?

      Annie. This was Annie’s skill. But how?

      I smiled. Then I laughed. That seemed to make Mr. Jade a little extra jumpy, but I told him it was going to be okay. With my PCD still in my left hand, I quickly logged onto my public profile page and used my mind to start typing out a couple paragraphs worth of information.

      It was the PCDs. All this time, Annie and I had been carrying two of them around, and it didn’t even occur to me to inspect them any further than I had.

      “My name is Alden Heath,” I said into the camera. “A little while ago, I found out that the STU Corporation has been lying to us for years. Skill transfers do not need to erase the skill from the Donor. It’s a lie. It’s a lie, and it’s holding humanity back. It’s also making a very small group of people a whole lot of money, which is why they don’t want you to know about it. I’m inviting everyone watching this right now to log onto my public profile page @Alden Heath and follow the instructions I’ve just posted. PCDs work on the same basic bit of technology that STU transfer units use. At least, in the basic way that they can access our brains and brainwaves. If you follow the instructions I’ve put up on my page, you’ll be able to pair any two PCDs together and share any skill you’ve acquired with anyone you’d like.”

      I sensed more than saw that the security guard closest to Mr. Jade and I had grown furious and was ready to make a move. I hesitated for a moment, thinking about how amazing my Annie was that she could read people so well. In that brief instant of hesitation, the guard managed to reach down, pull up his pant leg with one hand, and grab a gun from his ankle holster with the other.

      I wasn’t going to hurt anyone else if I could help it, so instead of firing my gun at the man’s head like my instincts were telling me to do, I pointed it at the spotlight and pulled the trigger, causing everything to go black just an instant before he fired his weapon at me.
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        SKILLS MENU

      

      

      

      
        
        All of the skills listed below are free of charge, and we encourage you to share them with as many people as you may find who would like to acquire them:

      

      

      

      
        
        CPR

        First Aid

        Physical Therapy

        Parenting

        Conflict Resolution

        Public Speaking

        Languages (ask for availability)

        Safe Driving

        Basic Auto Repair

      

      

      

      
        
        The following set of skills can be acquired free of charge at your local community college campus for anyone interested in pursuing these fields of work and study:

      

      

      

      
        
        Medicine

        Biology

        Computer Engineering

        Psychology

        Pharmacology

        Physics

        Bio-engineering

        Mechanical Engineering

        Agriculture

        ===========

      

      

      

      It had been one year to the day since the Blue Crystal Gala in Los Angeles, where Alden Heath had revealed to the world the secret of free, open, and non-destructive skills transfers. Many had theorized that the founding father of STU technology himself, Dr. Harold Martin, knew exactly what his technology was capable of, and that his protégé, Dr. Andrew Melikin, had caused his mentor’s death in order to prevent him from sharing his gift with the world. Consequences for the people and organizations who had followed in Dr. Melikin’s footsteps in monopolizing this technology for their own personal gain were coming slowly but surely. Alternately, the gains humanity had been able to make over the past three hundred sixty-five days had been unparalleled in the history of humanity.

      With the ability to share and acquire valuable skills instantly and at no cost, major advances in the fields of medicine, agriculture, engineering, and space exploration had already been coming fast and furious. The entire educational system as humanity had always known it would soon be receiving a major overhaul. In short, the entire world had changed for the better, in large part due to the courage of one man and one woman.

      The video taken of Heath’s last moments at the Blue Crystal Gala had been analyzed more times and in more ways than JFK’s Zapruder film. Conspiracy theories had only been aided by the fact that Los Angeles city officials claimed that, according to the wishes of his own will, Heath’s body was cremated the same night of the Blue Crystal Gala, and thus, no one had been given the opportunity to give witness to his corpse. Annie Crown was seen on a number of different cameras in and around the Mason-Daye Theater immediately following the event that had been captured live on national TV, but her trail had gone completely cold sometime shortly before midnight that night, and no law enforcement agency in the United States or beyond had ever reported being able to pick it up.

      Of course, supposed sightings of Heath and Crown were reported almost every day. Photographs of the two rendered less clear than even the worst shots of Big Foot himself by Shadez technology could be found on hundreds of sites online. As they were, the pictures could be of any man and any woman wearing a pair of Shadez, but the photos most often seemed to come from tropical spots all over the globe, with the man sitting on a beach playing guitar and the woman close by his side. Whenever a video was posted purporting to be of Heath and Crown, a very specific song starting with a little blues riff in E was always heard to be coming from the guitar, though it was impossible to tell if the audio was original, or if it had been dubbed in by someone just trying to get themselves a lot of clicks. You’d be surprised just how many people now had the skills to make cleverly edited videos.

    

  

cover1.jpeg





