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No Walls: When a man discovers that he
has the ability to pass through walls, he thinks it’s more of a curse than a
gift, only useful for petty crime. Until a secret intelligence organization
gets its hooks into him. Then his real troubles begin. **First published in
“Neo-opsis” Issue #18, 2009.


Lockdown: In a future society,
criminals on parole don’t even dare to think
about committing a crime or their bodies could go into complete lockdown. So
how does a guy get revenge on those who’ve wronged him?


Body of Opinion: For a dying man, a
replacement body is a godsend. Unless the body turns out to be a used model with some serious glitches,
and the only solution is to discover what happened to its first owner.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 










NO WALLS


 


I almost died
the first time I learned that I could walk through walls.


At least you no
longer laugh at the concept. That’s progress. But then you know better. My
guards do not, so they laugh. Of course they laugh. They’ve never seen me do
it. If I could do it here I would have escaped long before now—that much
is obvious to anyone.


You know better
because you’ve seen it, used it. Used me.


I’m not bitter
anymore. Without you and your Institute I’d never have had a scientific
explanation for what happens to me. I might still believe that I’d permanently
slipped a cog and was living in some schizophrenic hallucination. (I never
tried to spend the money from that bank, you know. Part of me couldn’t believe
it was real.) 


I was desperate
for an explanation—you can’t know what it’s like. At least Pearson’s
theories about interpenetrating universes offered one possible means of
rationalizing the irrational. A straw I could grasp. Your Dr.
Storck simply
said the model fit the observable facts in my case. But I know he was glad he
didn’t have to try to convince the rest of the scientific community. Give up on
their precious Einstein? I don’t expect to live to see it. But then I don’t
expect to live to see tomorrow. 


And that first
time it happened I didn’t know anything about the parallel universe theories. I
just knew that I turned the wrong direction in a thirteenth floor office suite
and instead of slamming into a triple-paned window I found myself in the open
air with one foot on a ten-inch ledge and the other on…nothing. Nothing of our material universe, anyway. Maybe in
that other place it was the protruding end of a two-by-four because that
version of the building was still under construction. I don’t know. In the
bright sunlight I couldn’t see it. I couldn’t see anything but thirteen floors’
worth of empty space between me and the hard pavement. If I’d stopped for even
a moment, I would have lost my balance or fainted. Instead, my automatic
reaction was to step backward, without thinking of what my right foot could be
pushing against. And then I was back inside the room. Behind the glass. The
whole thing could not have taken more than a few seconds.


I knew I must
have been hallucinating. The mind can’t accept something like that and just reject
the construct of reality, built up over a lifetime. 


It happened
again a couple of weeks later. I’ve told you about that one. I desperately
wanted to read my boss’s analysis of the report I’d just given him. My career
hung on it. Some of the report was going to make him look bad, and I’d need to
defend myself when we brought it to the Board. I even made an excuse to stay
late that night, hoping against hope that he’d leave his office door unlocked.
He didn’t. But as I leaned on the polished wood, trying to plan my next step,
suddenly I was inside the office, and the papers were lying on his desk.


I couldn’t
explain it—didn’t even try. I had what I wanted and that was all that
mattered at the time. It was later, calming my nerves at a bar down the street
that the first incident came back to me, and I began to try to make the pieces
fit.


I felt like a
God that night. I wasn’t rational, I know that. A heady mix of hubris and eight
ounces of Scotch led me to a way to test my theory at the YMCA next door. The
attendant was busy watching TV as I made my way to the swimming pool area. The
men’s shower was unoccupied, as I’d hoped, but I could hear water running in
the women’s shower next door. On the other side of one thin wall. I had no
control over my ability yet. I thought it somehow responded to desire, and I
had plenty right then. Maybe too much—nothing happened. But as I began to
wonder why, I sensed the change. A moment out of time. An orphan instant. My
heart sometimes skips a beat—it was like that.


I slid through
the wall and steam surrounded me. Four naked women were soaping their slick
bodies and pivoting slowly in the hot spray. Two of them were white with
athletic builds, smooth skin and small breasts. The third woman was black and
heavier but with ostentatious curves. I’ve only reconstructed the scene from
memory (and more often lately, in this god-forsaken place) because the reality
lasted only seconds. The fourth woman began to scream.


Of course she
saw me. Thanks to the alcohol it never occurred to me that incorporeal didn’t
mean invisible. And in my shock the walls stayed completely impenetrable, too.
I was just damned lucky that the adjoining pool area had an outside door, and
no pursuers were fast enough to follow my wet footprints.


Now you’re
laughing.


*          *          *


 


The guards have
arrived. Two of them. The first few days they mainly ignored me, except to turn
the lights on for different intervals at all hours. To mess up my time sense,
mess with my mind, I know. I’ve read my share of spy novels. They’re trying to
‘soften me up’. For the same reason, I never know when my next meal’s coming
either. At first I tried not to eat anything—afraid of drugs, or
something disgusting they might have put in it—but you can’t keep that
up.


One of them
comes into the room. I’m sitting on the floor, so he just stands over me,
staring me down, not speaking. Five minutes. Maybe ten. Then he unzips his
pants and pulls out his manhood. I think he’s going to piss on me.


At the last
moment he diverts the stream and it hits the floor beside me. I can still feel
the warm spray, and turn my head in shame.


When he’s
finished, he bends down near my ear and whispers, “Say your prayers. Soon you
will die.” They are gone before I can bring myself to look up.


 


*          *          *


 


I never read
any physics until this happened to me, and afterward I could still only stomach
the popular treatments: Hawking and Feynman digested in small pieces while
riding the commuter train to work. They couldn’t provide the answers I needed,
though. I thought about Everett’s ideas of duplicate universes being created
every time a moving particle has to make up its mind which way to go. Does
anybody really buy that? Unthinkably complicated! And anyway, it didn’t explain
how my body could suddenly be able to ignore solid matter. At the Institute, the
scenario Dr. Storck painted for me was elegant in its simplicity, and as
plausible as I was likely to find. Even high school dropouts know that atomic
structure is mostly empty space, so the idea of other universes of matter coexisting
in the same space as ours, but at an incompatible frequency of energy (or
wavelength—whichever is the case doesn’t make any difference to me)
didn’t seem impossible. It was either that or believe that I was already a
ghost without realizing it, like the guy in “The Sixth Sense”. That thought
crossed my mind a lot in the early days. It didn’t appeal to me at all.


Besides,
Storck’s explanation fit what I experienced. He said the other universes
‘interpenetrating’ ours were like the frequencies of the radio band, but our
bodies were set to ‘tune in’ only one frequency and ignore all others. The
atoms of my body had somehow forgotten that lesson. Sometimes they could tune
out the home frequency, and no longer recognize a solid wall or other object as
being a barrier. Picture conga lines crossing at a party: our atoms mutually
agreed to allow each other passage through the gaps between.


It feels like
that. It feels like I’m mentally ‘tuning’ across a range of options, until I
hit on one that works. And I’m convinced that it involves more than just one
overlapping Earth. I have no idea how many. As I’m tuning out the frequency of our universe I must be tuning in the frequency of another. That’s
obvious, isn’t it? Otherwise I’d drift out of position, or sink into the floor,
but I don’t. I’m still walking on something that’s recognized as solid by the
atoms of my feet. The only reason I can go through walls is that I tune in a
world where those walls don’t exist.
Where the building has a slightly different layout, or doors that are often
left open. Or where there is no building at all.


You didn’t know
that, did you? I don’t think Storck did, either. I figured it out for myself. 


My captors
don’t know it. They just got lucky.


After the
fiasco at the ‘Y’, I was scared to try my ability anywhere but around my own
home. The house was only five years old, so maybe that’s why it was easy to
tune in an otherworld version of it with no walls. A few times I even
miscalculated and ran into two-by-fours of the building frame, but I soon
learned to predict where they were and avoid them. Plumbing hurt more.


Yes, that was a
joke, but also true. Think of the pitfalls of an ability like mine. At a
certain stage buildings don’t have walls, but before that they don’t have
floors either. I learned to be very cautious.


I never told my
wife or daughter. My wife and I were always on the verge of divorce anyway (did
you feed her some kind of story about my disappearance, or does she think I’m
dead?) And my daughter? Well once I had a beautiful little girl. Then one day I
woke up to find there was a stranger living in my house: a stranger with dyed
black hair, Alice Cooper makeup, and pieces of metal hanging from every body
part that wasn’t already stained by ink. She once caught me coming out of her
room. Somehow the fact that the door had never moved didn’t register on her
brain. What registered was that I’d invaded her privacy, and the screaming
exchange that followed was the last conversation we ever had, if you can call
it that. 


You know what’s
funny? I think my bizarre behaviour those last few days at home actually
brought mother and daughter closer together. They’d always been like oil and
water before, but despising me gave them something to share. I’m a man who can
walk through walls. But only the physical kind.


 


*          *          *


 


The guards are
back. This time I think they mean business. I don’t know how many days it’s
been. I’m sure they’re only leaving the lights off for two hours at a stretch—no
more than that. I’m in a daze most of the time. The horrible food leaves me
feeling sick, too.


There are
shackles anchored in the wall. Two sets: high and low—I’m sitting right
between the low ones. My captors have never used them on me, until now. I feel
like vomiting as the metal bands lock around my wrists.


The guard that
almost pissed on me bends over me and smiles. The other has stepped out of the
cell.


“Why did they
send you?” the first guard asks. The second one returns with something in his
hand. It looks like a piece of shielded electrical cable.


Oh, God, no.


“Why did they
send you?”


What can I
answer? Do I try to pretend I’m innocent? Do I say I’m a spy?


Do I tell them
I was sent because I can walk through walls?


I try to clear
my throat, but I’m too late. The cable slices through the air.


Oh Christ! Oh Christ Jesus! I never knew
anything could hurt like that! My battered feet instantly go into spasms.


“I’m not
anybody!” I scream. “I’m not a spy! I’m a civilian. A civilian for Christ’s….”


A whip crack.


My back arches
off the dirt. I’ve bit my tongue—I can taste the blood.


“I can’t…I
don’t know what to say! What do you want
me to say?” Red spittle sprays my chest.


The air hisses
in protest.


My head snaps
against the rock hard wall, and my eyes dim, flooded with tears.


The voice says,
“Why did they send you?”


“I can walk through walls! I can walk
through walls!”
I babble.


There is the
sound of their laughter. And then the whip scrapes across the floor, coiling to
strike again.


 


*          *          *


 


Think about
this: What would the average person do with a ‘gift’ like mine? Is it good for
anything but larceny?


After a while I
tried breaking into other homes on the street, just to see if I could do it. I
was still a chickenshit—I wouldn’t risk it unless I was certain no-one
was home. Even then all I did was look around. I rifled through drawers and
found valuables in absurdly obvious hiding places—one time even a stack
of hundred dollar bills in a fake stereo speaker. But I couldn’t take them.
Couldn’t steal them. Not just because it felt wrong, but because it felt…petty.
I had an ability that no-one else in the world could claim. Was I going to use
it to become one of the bottom-feeding scavengers I despised so much? A
contemptible sneak thief?  The truth
is, my only real thrill was when I mistakenly thought my lawyer neighbour’s
wife had gone out, and instead found her entertaining a young delivery man with
his special package in her living room. I watched for about twenty minutes,
then quietly made my way to the front door, slammed it, and yelled, “Jessica, I
came home early.”


I hid in the
bushes long enough to see the man run naked from the back deck, then scrambled
away myself. 


Strange, how I
could reject the vocation of burglar but embrace the role of voyeur. Freud
might have been able to explain it. I didn’t bother.


It wasn’t that
I couldn’t physically steal things, either. Objects touching me travel with me.
One of those small mercies. You’ve read or seen some version of the “Invisible
Man” story—we all have. The poor bugger always had to leave a trail of
clothes behind! A modern DNA lab would have a field day with that. At least I
didn’t have to put up with the inconvenience of nudity. Maybe that’s why I
finally decided I could get away with robbing a bank. 


Anyone can tell
you that a man who wouldn’t dream of snatching an old lady’s purse doesn’t have
the same scruples when it comes to knocking over a bank. They deserve it. I
told myself if I could make one big score I could immediately retire from both
bank robbery and my usual form of thievery: brokering stock.


The thing about
robbing a bank vault is, you have to defeat all of the security systems, get
into the locked vault, and then get away clean. If you can’t disable the
security cameras you have to make sure you can’t be identified. And if you
can’t be absolutely certain you won’t trigger an alarm of some kind, you have
to be able to beat it before the security guards or cops show up.


I picked a bank
that was built a couple of years ago. It was planted on an outcrop of rock, so
they weren’t worried about tunnels, and it stood on its own about a hundred
feet from the other buildings in the strip mall, and seventy or eighty feet
from a Greek restaurant and a row of connected townhouses that shared the same
back alley. Driving by at night I never saw any signs of life: no guards and
thankfully no dogs. So that left the video cameras I could spot and a few
hidden ones, plus I assumed an array of various motion detectors, probably
sensitive to body heat too. I couldn’t avoid any of those things and I didn’t
have a clue about hacking them by computer, or even hacking away at a box of
wires somewhere. I only had one advantage. But it was one they couldn’t have
foreseen.


I walked six
blocks to the bank that night, after parking on a residential street with lots
of other cars. It was a little after midnight, so the streets still had some
traffic. The alley behind the building included a couple of large garbage bins
for the Greek restaurant. I hid behind one of those for a while, working up my
nerve and pulling the balaclava over my face, then walked up to the wall of the
bank and through it without stopping. I’d been practicing.


No doubt I
triggered the alarms right away, but I went straight into the vault, reached
into the special cabinets for the cash, filled a black canvas bag with it, and
exited the same way I’d come in, clutching the bag tightly to my chest. Then I
went around the corner of the first townhouse, out of sight of the bank
cameras, and ghosted my way through walls and hallways to the far end of the row
a block away. I was dressed in nondescript dark work clothes, padded with
newspaper to make me look fifty pounds heavier for the sake of the video, so at
the last house I disposed of the newspaper and put the money in its place
around my body. The balaclava too. By then a couple of cop cars had gone by. I
wasn’t too worried. I’m sure by the time they figured out that nobody was going
to come out of the bank vault, and looked at the security videos, I was safely
in my bed. Thanks to her usual four vodkas, my wife never knew I’d left the
house.


Do you remember
Storck’s assistant’s name? It’s Amber. You probably only remember her 36-inch
C-cups. I do too, don’t get me wrong. But she genuinely wanted to help me, so I
think of her often. You only asked, “What can you do? How do you do it?” Amber
thought to ask, “How do you feel
about what’s happened to you?”


When drunk, I
felt like a god. When sober, like a freak. I was rarely sober. I drank because
it was better than crying.


The worst part
was the nightmares: I dreamed that the change grew steadily worse until one day
I simply dissolved into a shadow and never came back.


Amber was in
the room one time when I woke up with a scream. She told me the ‘overlapping’
worlds theory might explain some of our dreams. Maybe a lot of psychic
phenomena, too. It might be that mediums tap into the parallel worlds with
their minds, believing them to be ‘higher planes of reality’ that we go to when
we die.


I can’t testify
to any of that. Not yet. But sometimes I can see the other places, in dim
light, and I suppose people there might also be able to see me. So maybe I am a
ghost after all.


 


*          *          *


 


            The
guards left me alone for…it feels like several days, though I still can’t stand
for long on my mangled feet. Now they’ve come back. This time the whip man
carries two cables: electrical cables, stretching from somewhere beyond the
door. There’s a motor sound: a generator?


            Live electrical cables.


            The
talker shows his bad teeth, but doesn’t waste any time.


            “Why
did they send you?” he hisses.


            I
try to shake my head, speechless with horror. The second man doesn’t even wait
for an answer…touches the bare wires to my torso.


            I
scream until my lungs are empty.


            They’re
saying something, but I can’t make it out. It doesn’t matter. I can’t work my
mouth to talk. The wires touch my abdomen.


            I’m
hearing noises. Animal noises. They couldn’t be from a human being. Couldn’t be
from me.


            The
guard touches the wires to my genitals.


            When
the blackness fades and I become aware again, the first guard is gone. The
second sees that I’m awake and raises his arm. The electrical wires are gone.
The flog of shielded cable comes slashing down across my ribs.


            I
want to die. Please just let me die.
My life hasn’t been worth living anyway.


            I
didn’t even feel the third blow. Heard the crack against the floor but felt
nothing.


            Wait. I really did feel nothing. No
contact at all.


            I
force my eyes open to watch. The cable slices toward my body…and through it. It strikes the floor
with a snap.


            The
guard hasn’t seen. He’s not really paying attention—so inured to
brutalizing his fellow man that he’s bored by it. I have enough sense to mimic
my earlier cries of pain, but he’ll have to notice something soon. Notice that
his victim’s skin hasn’t peeled like it should. That there’s no blood.


            They’ll
kill me. Once they understand what I am, they’ll have to. They’ll want to. It’s what I thought I wanted
too, only seconds ago. But now?


            God,
it’s such a blessed relief to escape the agony. 


But there might
be a way to stay alive. And to do that there is a price to pay.


A whimper
escapes from my throat as my body understands what’s coming next. I will myself
to become solid, and scream as the flail comes lashing down.


 


*          *          *


 


The superhero
comics write about Kryptonite, but they never mention the truly fatal flaw of
the powerful: terminal cockiness. I
was more than human, therefore I was untouchable. I knew it was true because
the alcohol told me so.


            So
I concocted the scheme to break into your headquarters.


            Of
course, my newspaper padding didn’t fool your mass analyzers. My mask was no
protection from your thermal imaging software. And it was child’s play to track
my car by satellite. Then I was a mouse in a trap.


            You
had both the carrot and the stick: I could be a patriot or go to jail. And the
first few times I actually felt like a hero when you had me ransack the homes
of those congressmen and senators in the interest of ‘safeguarding democracy’.
Then I read a few of those stolen files, and realized I was being played for a
sucker.


            You
were even ready for that. I’d thought only gangsters would threaten a man’s family.


That was a line
you shouldn’t have crossed. Remember that. You’re going to regret it.


            But
for now the only thing that’s burning your ass is knowing that you’ve
squandered a priceless resource, a one-of-a-kind commodity. Me.


            We
both know it was madness to send me to the Middle East. The jihadists can sniff out an outsider. Or
maybe you thought that wouldn’t matter, because I had a talent for escape that
Houdini would have given his right arm for?


            Then
it was just bad luck that you sent me against a terror cell whose headquarters
was in a mountain cave.


            Did
you know that caves and mountains exist unchanged for thousands of years in
this world…and the next? And in every world I’ve tried.


I’ve had no way
to escape, and no answers the guards will accept as truth, to bargain my way to
freedom. So there’s not much doubt they’ll carry out their threat to execute me
tonight.


            Will
you lose sleep over that? Probably not. So how about this: 


            I
convinced you that electronic equipment didn’t function through the transition
to and from the other universes. That was a lie. A miniature camera I bought
worked perfectly. I just wanted a record of my ‘assignments’ to use as an
insurance policy. Now I see it as a cleansing flame to sterilize a plague.  


            For
the first time in a long time I want to live, if only long enough to make one
phone call. One call, and a series of packages will find their way to several
powerful (and uncompromised) congressmen. The top echelon of Mossad, and even the wealthy backers of
my captors will all find the contents very enlightening. Your administration’s time
will be at an end, and a rift might even begin to heal. A carefully constructed
wall might begin to crumble. 


You can call me
naïve. We’ll see. If I fail, it means I don’t escape a trap and you do. Either
way, I have a feeling you’ll get this message.


            Don’t
even think about a reprisal against my family. It’s far too late for that.


            I
can hear scraping noises at the door. The guards have come for me.


I’ve never
tested it, but I have hopes that my transitional body can be convinced to deny
the solidity of bullets and swords as well as walls and whips. The trick will
be to maintain that state long enough to shake off any pursuit. The odds are against
it, but I’ve had some time to practice. Maybe I’ll even see Amber again. 


If it doesn’t
work, well, I’m not all that afraid of Death anymore.


I’ve already
been there.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 










 


 


 


 


 


LOCKDOWN


 


            Finney
felt the left side of his body go numb.


            Jesus. Jesus, no. He wasn’t really going to snatch the woman’s purse. He’d only
reached for it out of habit, that’s all.


            Too
late—punishment had already kicked in. A warning, anyway. His cortical
monitor had detected the thought coupled with a related action, and the
proscribed combination had triggered a response. Partial-paralysis. He didn’t
even know how long it would last. He’d been so glad to get away from those
goddamn prison walls that he’d never read the manual they’d given him as he
left.


            He
could walk, but just barely, dragging his left foot. That attracted attention.
Better to duck into a hole-in-the-wall café and grab a coffee until the
numbness went away. Even paying the bill was an embarrassment—his wallet
was in his left pocket. His contortions made the frizzy-haired woman at the
cash register stretch her trowelled-on eye makeup to the limit, as if she
thought Finney was about to expose himself.


            There
went the last of his money. It wasn’t like anyone would give a con a job,
especially while he was still doing time.


God, he was
hungry. His bitch of a mother couldn’t have given him a meal before having her
latest boyfriend throw him out? No good trying to find his father. Finney
couldn’t even remember the asshole’s face.


Was it like the
one scowling back from the window? Sunken eyes, three days growth of beard,
black moth-eaten woollen cap to hide the monitor jack.


Not a face
anybody wanted to hire. Or love.


Now the thing
in his head wouldn’t even let him swipe a few bucks for food. Wouldn’t even let
him think about doing it. He should
have chosen jail. At least he would’ve been fed.


            The
brick around the window looked nice and hard. If he beat his head against it
just the right way, could he disable the monitor without killing himself? Nah,
it must’ve been tried before. He remembered the surgeon saying cortical
restraints were tough ’cause they were simple: a few electrodes and an EEG
gizmo, some bits to measure blood flow and skin conductivity, a GPS tracker.
Oh, yeah, and a cattle prod. All tucked away right inside the old skull.


            The
burned coffee was as bitter as his mood. 


            Odie
had talked him into the robbery, and the money hadn’t even lasted a
week—just long enough for them to get caught. Then Odie got off with only
a year in minimum security ’cause nobody would swear they’d seen his gun, only
Finney’s. Goddamn gun hadn’t even had any bullets in it. Finney was a thief,
not a killer. 


That bastard
shrink, Schneider, was just as much to blame, though. He was the one who’d
recommended the cortical monitor instead of jail time. Made it sound like one
of those cartoons: a little angel on Finney’s shoulder wagging a finger at him
if he thought about getting into trouble. Sure, an angel that could slap him
down with a seizure like a miniature stroke. Partial paralysis as a warning for
the wrong thoughts. Actually commit a
crime and the body would go into full lockdown while the GPS in the monitor
brought the cops running.


His stomach
lurched, as if the foul coffee had worn out its welcome and was about to be
tossed. He leaned over his folded hands and took deep breaths.


Folded
hands…that meant his arm had moved. He tested it out—he could wiggle his
fingers. Toes, too. The paralysis had only lasted a half-hour or so. Not so
bad.


Now what? He
was still starving.


            Then
he noticed that he was alone—the frizzy-haired bitch must have gone into
the back for a minute. The cash register was right there, unguarded. His
stomach gave a feral growl.


            He
scarcely realized what he’d done until he was out the door in the grey
afternoon light. He turned right to avoid the windows, forced himself to stay
at a walk until the next corner.


            He
didn’t make it that far. Mid-step, his body froze solid, leaving him just
enough control to hit the sidewalk with his shoulder instead of his face. He
rolled onto his back within inches of the street, his right ear hanging over
the curb. A passing car swerved and sprayed grit, but he could barely blink to
protect his eyes.


            When
he opened them again he saw the waitress run out of the café, turn to see him
and step closer, as if toward a slug that needed to be squashed. After a few
attempts she reached into his jacket pocket and snatched the money he’d taken
from the till. Then she just scurried back to her post in obvious relief. To
call the cops? His digital conscience would already have done that.


            He
was screwed. 


            Nothing
to do but swallow the acid taste of helplessness and wait for the sound of
jackboots.


            The
first kick took him by surprise. His eyes snapped open in time to see the
sneering face of a man who kept on walking. Someone went through his
pockets—he caught a glimpse of his wallet disappearing into a jacket as
sneakered feet jogged away. Another kick, from a fat kid. A third, from a
grimacing old lady who swung her umbrella point precariously close to his
balls. After that, he lost count. Then the spitting started. 


Across his
nose. At the corner of his mouth.


A rotten tomato
splatted beside his head and filled his ear with rancid juice.


            The
people walking by knew what they were seeing: a sweet opportunity for revenge
for every time they’d been victimized.


            His
body collected bruises while his clothes gathered trash. After an hour, someone
stuffed paper up his nose and held his mouth shut to watch his face bulge in
terror before letting go and scuffling away. After two hours a burst of cruel
laughter told him he’d pissed himself. His eyes brimmed: hot tears mixed with
cold spittle.


            Something
changed then. Something snapped.


            A
bus coming down the street gave him a sudden conviction. If he could only move
enough to shift his weight farther over the curb.


            With
a howl of rage and effort he clenched his abdominal muscles. His purpling face
and bared teeth scared his tormentors back a few steps. 


His body
lurched. Tipped. Started to roll.


The bus loomed
like a specter, its grill a welcoming grin.


Then a booted
foot slammed onto his chest and destroyed his bid for freedom. The boot was
attached to a goddamn cop. 


***


The prison doctor
said the monitor couldn’t be removed, only switched off. Finney nodded, paying
more attention to the starch and sour smell of his fresh coveralls, faint
whiffs of bacon and onions, old metal, dust, concrete, and antiseptic. He took
a deep, deep breath. It was different this time. He was different.


They wouldn’t
take him to his cell until they’d put him through one last indignity: a session
with Schneider, the shrink. The bastard wanted to know why his precious
cortical monitor hadn’t been enough to keep Finney on the straight path.
Pisshead had probably never missed a meal in his life.


The shrink’s
office was on the eighth floor of a high-rise—it even had a balcony like
a luxury condo. A hot redhead gave a twitch of her sweet little ass as she told
her boss she was leaving for the day. Maybe they were getting together for some
extra consultation later. Finney was left alone with Schneider, with the guard
just outside in the waiting room. After all, Finney wasn’t dangerous. Not the
Finney he’d known. 


Finney flopped
onto the couch and amused himself by making up convoluted answers to
Schneider’s ludicrous questions. 


Then
Schneider’s voice stopped mid-sentence. Finney lifted his head and saw the man
sitting at his desk, not moving.


Frozen.
Paralyzed.


Finney rolled
to his feet and hurried to Schneider’s shoulder for a look at the computer
screen. It was filled with kiddie porn. The guy was a goddamn pedophile!


With a cortical implant of his own.


Revolted,
Finney worked his mouth to gather some spit, then thought, wait.


This could be fun.


***


The guard
didn’t seem to notice Finney’s smile as they entered the elevator for the ride
back down. Finney couldn’t help it, picturing Schneider balanced on the railing
of his eighth-floor balcony, only kept from falling by the cord caught in the
sliding glass door.


The cops would
be there any minute, maybe in the next elevator, responding to Schneider’s porn
violation. They’d look for the shrink on the balcony. They’d open the door.


Meantime, it
was off to prison, but that was OK. He had a score to settle with Odie.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 










BODY OF OPINION


 


            At
first, it was a great body—I was glad to have it.


            My
girlfriend Evvy liked it, too. When I surprised her with it the first night,
her wide eyes told me she thought I’d be a lot more fun in bed now. More muscle
than my original body, among other things. She looked me up and down.
Especially down.


Then when she
raised her eyes again, they were a lot greener than I remembered. In fact, it
wasn’t Evvy’s face at all. It was some foxy stranger with a nicer body and
Hollywood hair. 


I must have
jumped in surprise because I heard Evvy’s voice coming from the fox’s mouth.
“Whatsa matter with you?”


            WTF, could she have had transplants, too?
And kept it a surprise?


            No.
No way Evvy could afford that on a hair tech’s salary. Mine had cost every
penny I had, including my inheritance. And if I’d got it the legal way, through
a licensed Replacium, it would have cost more than I could ever earn in a
lifetime driving cab.


            While
I was thinking about that, her face and body turned back into Evvy’s again.


            I
figured it was a hallucination. A side-effect of the anti-rejection drugs I was
taking. Something like that. Scared the crap out of me. Even now, after days of
mind-numbingly dull reading, the most I’ve got is a half-assed theory about
what’s happened to me.


            I
guess I had it coming. I knew some of the stuff at Hack’s Discount Emporium was
probably stolen—what did I care? I didn’t go there expecting to find
transplant parts. I was just looking for another TV. Then I saw Hack showing
off this complete vat-grown replacement body and…well, a guy can do stupid
things when he’s just been told he has cancer.


            There’s
Hack saying it’s got certification papers from the farm and everything. I
wanted to believe him. So did the other customer, in a wheelchair, asking his
questions with a synth-voice from his neuro-link. They agreed on a price. I
offered a thousand more. Not much, but enough. Hack said, “Sorry, kid” and drew
up the transfer file for me. I watched the wheelchair roll away in slow motion.
The guy couldn’t even lift an arm to give me the finger.


            I
didn’t look too hard at the papers. I mean, I skimmed over them—quality
control bullshit about the parts vats and generic synth-DNA and the safety features
to prevent deviant cell replication. Warranty stuff. Legal fine print I
couldn’t even read when I borrowed Evvy’s eyeskins. If I had, I would have
clued in that none of the farms makes a full-body unit that comes with the
spinal cord and brainstem.


            The
operation was done in a real hospital, though. Hack knew a guy. Same anaesthetics,
same anti-rejection shots, same nanites to clean up all the connections and
seal the incisions without scarring. The only difference was the government
never heard about it, which was why the clinic could charge twice the price. It
was all I could afford, but what I couldn’t afford was to be on a three-year
waiting list. I paid cash. 


The hard part
was over. That’s what I thought.


            Soon
after I started seeing another woman’s face and body in Evvy’s place, there
were other clues that something wasn’t kosher. Like my golf
swing—suddenly my chronic slice was gone and I was hitting close to par.
I was a little surprised when I climbed into my cab and tried to change gears with
a stick-shift. But I was feeling like a kid again, that’s all.


            It
wasn’t all. It didn’t explain the green-eyed hottie with Evvy’s voice. Or that
sometimes when I walked out to my cab I’d get a vision of a shiny black Caddy
instead. Or the jolt of pain from my new knee that made me remember a ski hill
with a bad bump and a big, hard tree. See, I don’t ski. Never have, never
wanted to.


            Even
a college dropout can see the writing on the wall if you ram his mug into the
brickwork enough times.


            Hack
had lied. It wasn’t a vat-grown body he’d sold me. It had to be black
market—previously enjoyed. Hopefully a back-door deal from the morgue,
and not a live donor who provided the chassis without his consent.


            When
I finally admitted all that to myself, I lost the lunch I’d just finished,
moved downwind twenty feet, and sat on the curb for a long time, thinking. See,
there wasn’t anything I could do about it. My old body was worm food for weeks
by then. And anyway, the new body was still good. 


Except for
those weird visions. They had me spooked. Waking up from one stomach-churning
nightmare, I finally decided that my only chance of staying sane was to figure
out where all that crap was coming from.


            That’s
when I started reading. I hadn’t hit the books so hard since I’d dropped out of
med school. Evvy didn’t get laid for weeks. 


#


I still haven’t
got a real explanation. Only a few puzzles pieces that don’t belong together,
but might look like a whole picture if you squint hard enough. Odd bits of info
from DNA experiments, studies of people with brain damage, and philosophers
sitting around picking their noses.


The key thing,
I figure, is that the brain doesn’t see what the eyes see. It takes too much
processing power to analyze every single detail our eyes take in and then
reprocess it all over again every time the light changes or our eyes move. So
the brain makes assumptions. It keeps templates in storage, and tries to match
them to objects in view. Some might even be from racial memory—I don’t
know. Others are learned through repetition over a lifetime. If it’s a lifetime
of privilege, I guess every car starts to look like a Cadillac and all women
with dark hair have green eyes and slim waists. 


Basically I was
seeing somebody else’s memories of what the world looked like. Thing is, how
could that happen without the other guy’s brain? That’s where all the memories
are kept, right?


Maybe not. 


I had to dig
through some of my old med school websites to find out that memories are stored
by capping the genes of neurons with methyl groups—something called DNA
methylation.  It’s supposed to
happen in the hippocampus and cerebral cortex—I never read about anybody
suggesting the process happens with DNA in other parts of the body. But I
figure I’m living proof. Maybe I’ll write somebody a memo.


The kicker is
that, after a couple of sexless weeks, the best explanation I could come up
with still got me absolutely nowhere.


#


Evvy was
shaking me. The sheets were soaked, and I was breathing like a cuckolded
husband was on my tail.


“You had
another nightmare,” she said. “It’s all right. Evvy’s here.”


She
even looked like Evvy. Not the green-eyed woman. And not the faceless
silhouette that had just been burned into my mind by the dream. A silhouette
with something sharp in its hand. A memory of death.


“It’s OK, baby.
It’s OK. Maybe you just need a little sugar.” She took my hand and pressed it
to her chest, but I pulled it away.


I wasn’t about
to tell Evvy that the body she was trying to seduce had once belonged to
somebody else. I also couldn’t tell her I was sometimes seeing another woman’s
face when I looked at her. And especially not that I was beginning to like it.


I had to find
the other woman.


It wasn’t that
I’d fallen in love with her, or any crap like that, but think about it: whoever
my body originally belonged to, he had money. Maybe there was still a way to
get my hands on some of it. How else to find him but to track down the woman
whose face was embedded into the very DNA of his cells? 


Yeah, I know.
One woman among the millions in New York City.


You’ve probably
already realized what took me nearly a week to figure out: if the memories from
my body could turn Evvy into this woman, what did I expect to happen when I
looked at a dark-haired stranger on the street? 


I saw her
everywhere.


It was
ludicrous, but I couldn’t stop. As if it was an addiction my body had brought
with it.


            I
did find her, though.


            I
turned away from the counter of a donut shop and there she was, trying to dodge
out of the way of the coffee that spilled from my hand as I jumped in shock.
She nearly made it too. I tried to tell her that a coffee stain probably
wouldn’t show on a brown skirt once it dried, but the look she gave me could’ve
turned my coffee to vinegar. I followed her to the street and tried to get her
talking.


            “I’m
sorry for your loss.”


            “What
did you say?”


            “Your
loss. You had a death in the family recently, didn’t you? Your husband? Sorry
about your husband.”


            “I
don’t know what you’re talking about. Please leave me alone.”


            “I
was sure I saw you at the funeral. Was it your brother? Or a friend of the
family?”


            She
stopped and turned on me. “Look. Nobody in my family has died recently.” That
was the truth—I could see it in her eyes. “Nobody I know has died recently.” Not true. “So for God’s sake go away and
leave me alone.” She stalked off and I followed her from as far back as I could
manage. I didn’t want her calling a cop.


            From
there, I had to do things the hard way, picking up fares in front of her office
building.


            Sara.
Her name was Sara—it was the first thing I had to learn before I could
ask my passengers about her. It was also the only thing most of them knew,
except that she was a secretary at a law firm. Eventually I noticed that the
ones in the most expensive suits were people who worked for the same firm as
she did. One of them had to know the man in her life that had recently died.


            Only
there wasn’t one.


            She
had a husband, but he was still kicking. No brothers. Bosses were mostly men,
but also demonstrably alive. Hell, she didn’t even get mail delivered to her
door.


            I’d
found a needle in a haystack, only to learn there was no thread dangling from
it.


            About
then I noticed I was walking with a limp. The muscles of my left leg weren’t
obeying my brain the way they ought to. I knew that couldn’t be good.


#


It took another
weekend and plenty of the Boar’s Head pub’s finest draft to come up with
another approach. I’d check Sara’s company client list. Maybe one of them had
been infatuated with her. Maybe she’d even offered extra services on the side. 


A TV private
eye would just charm one of the other secretaries and the file would be in his
hand and a woman between his sheets before the next sponsor break. Apparently I
don’t have that much charisma. It was only a sudden inspiration that made me
pick the mousiest girl in the office and hint that helping me out might get
Sara into trouble. Worked like a charm. The woman didn’t offer to sleep with
me, but I was OK with that.


            The
identity of my body’s original owner was one hell of a surprise.


            Senator
Fielding Campion. A senator, for
God’s sake. The Caddy must have been his limo—the stick shift I’d
remembered would belong to a Mercedes or Beemer or Lexus, for when he wanted to
drive himself and impress a woman. Like Sara.


            The
Mouse all but confirmed my guess. She’d seen the looks that had passed between
Sara and the senator. And the tears when he’d died of a brain tumour.


            The
fact that he was a public figure made things easier to verify. The date of his
death seemed right. A little money to a hacker acquaintance of mine got me into
his hospital records. I found scars left by tendon surgery and an elbow repair
from before they started using nanites for cosmetic purposes. Everything
matched. It was his body I was wearing.


The knowledge
didn’t stop my flashbacks, but I hoped it would let me get some sleep. And it
might have, if not for the rest of what I found out.


#


“It’s another
woman, isn’t it?”


“What? What are you talking about?”


“Why you’re
never home. And you never have any money to spend on me. And why…why you never
want me no more. That way.”


“Jesus, Evvy.
I’m not giving it to another woman.”


“So how come
you walk around like you been riding a horse all day?”


I laughed. I
laughed so much it hurt. Especially when Evvy threw an ashtray at me. But what
really hurt was knowing that she’d noticed what I was pretending not to. That
my new legs, bought and paid for, were turning out to be a chump’s bargain,
becoming stiff and slow, turning my New York cabbie’s hustle into a geriatric
shuffle.


“Don’t damage
the merchandise,” I said.


“What do I
care?” she answered. “Seems to me you’ve got a hose that needs replacing.”


#


            Flashes of a room. Fancy—maybe an
expensive hotel. Bodies circling each other—Campion and someone else, in
conflict. Verbal sparring—no contact. Then a raised hand with something
sharp in it. Poisonous. But moving away, having already done its worst. Moment
of panic…heart racing, nerves tingling. A sudden desperate need to speak. Can’t
think of the words. Too late. Too late!


            I snapped
straight. Spilled coffee again, this time all over the table in front of me. I
hadn’t even been sleeping, just staring into space thinking about how Campion’s
funeral had been attended by thousands who were told the popular senator had
passed away after a brave battle against a brain tumour. The tumour hadn’t
killed him. Campion had been murdered. I knew it in my gut that used to be his.


            A
lot of deep brain tumours still can’t be cured outright, even with lots of
money to spend. But nanites can do a lot, and Campion’s tumour shouldn’t have
killed him for another year or more. Somebody else had done the job. So either
the doctors had missed that, or the family had needed to keep it quiet.


            Either
scenario could mean money for me.


            I
mean, I had an obligation to find the son-of-a-bitch who’d killed my body,
didn’t I? Not for vengeance—that doesn’t help anybody. A small financial
arrangement would be best.


            I
just needed to figure out who the killer was, and then get some proof. For that
I had to find a motive.


            Campion
was a Harvard grad. Two tours of duty in the Air Force: Iran and the second
Korean conflict. Inherited the senate seat from his father, more or less. Made
a name for himself, though. Progressive. Popular. Wife with a respectable
pedigree—a son and a daughter who didn’t get into more trouble at school
than a good press secretary could cover up. Lots of talk that he was already
being groomed by his party for a potential shot at the White House in ten or
fifteen years.


            Then
there were some sour notes. He took a sudden conservative stance when some key
fertility legislation came up, and his women constituents hadn’t liked that. He
began to waffle on health care technology and reform. There were even rumours
that he delivered political favours to some high rollers in return for services
rendered.


            Something
had begun to knock the white knight off his charger. The brain tumour? They
sure as hell can change a man’s personality, but he’d shown no other signs of
that. It was another puzzle. I was getting goddamn tired of them.
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            Green
eyes and long, dark lashes. Shoulder-length jet hair with a TV commercial
sheen. A fresh face that belonged in Good
Housekeeping, and a figure straight out of Playboy. Sara. The girl of my schizophrenia.


            When
I tried to picture her, I couldn’t. She only came unbidden—a flagrant
tease of the mind from a perverse body. Not that I cared. I thought of her
because something told me she was a key link in the mystery I was trying to
unravel. That’s all. But sometimes when I thought of her I’d suddenly find
myself back at Campion’s death scene, reliving his final moment of
helplessness. One time it was even stranger: as he was dying I kept picturing a
number, over and over. It was important. A code of some kind, maybe. But for what?


            Then
I dropped a fare off on Broadway and stopped for a coffee. As I came back to
the street I had a compulsion to turn around and look at this big, fancy-ass
bank. The building faded and all I could see was the code in numbers of fire. I
stood there, stunned, until an old woman ran her shopping cart into the back of
my knees and my traitor legs collapsed. Spilled my coffee, of course, but at
least now I knew: the number was for online banking.


            The
next trick was to figure out what name Campion had used with it. I tried all of
his official titles, his family members, even his pets. Then I remembered he
had two middle names: Justin and Traynor. I typed in Justin Traynor and got to a login page. It asked for a
password—I entered the number—and I was in: Campion’s secret bank account. All four million dollars worth.
Swear to God. I’d never seen so many zeroes. It was a simple thing to move some
of them to my own bank.


            And
that’s when I knew something was really wrong with me. Because I started
thinking about Sara again, and somehow I knew—I knew that he’d set that money aside for her. It was what he’d been
thinking about so hard as he died.


There was only
one thing I could do.


            Spend
it. But judiciously. For one thing, I was going to need it for medical treatment.
My legs were worse than ever and my left arm had begun to play tricks on me
too. For another, I needed a new place to live. Evvy’d kicked me out after our
last fight. Too bad I couldn’t tell her about the money—I’d like to have
seen her face.


            As
for Sara, she looked to be doing all right on a legal secretary’s salary and
all. What she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her. That’s what I told myself.


#


            It
didn’t take a genius to figure out that money isn’t a lot of use if your body
is headed for the trash heap. I dug deeper into Campion’s medical history.
Maybe the guy’d had Parkinson’s disease or ALS or something that hadn’t shown
symptoms while he was alive, but was playing hell with his body now. Maybe I
could get a black market treatment. Without an official transplant registration
number, a legitimate doctor wouldn’t treat me.


            There
wasn’t any disease like that in his file, though. His tumour had been in a part
of the brain called the anterior
cingulate gyrus, an area that handles judgment and evaluative processes. I
couldn’t see how that would give his limbs progressive paralysis, especially
since they were no longer connected to the original head.


            No
sign of a motive for his murder, either. Or maybe too many—doesn’t every
politician gather enemies like a dog gathers fleas? 


Then one web
page made me sit up and take notice. Campion had given a press conference to
announce new legislation he planned to introduce. It would have set a limit on
the amount of transplanted body tissue a person could have at any given time:
forty-nine percent of their body mass. Sounded pretty arbitrary to me, but he
claimed to have evidence that excessive transplantation could have serious
consequences.


            No
shit. I was proof of that. Except Campion hadn’t been talking about grave-jobs.
He meant even vat-grown transplants could be dangerous if they made up the
majority of the recipient’s body. That wouldn’t have been welcome news. Not
only did it make the whole body-farming industry look bad, it also pissed on
the hopes of a lot of people whose bodies were beginning to fail them. Rich,
powerful people.


            I
followed the story, skipping ahead through the months, and found what I
expected to find. Three weeks before his death Campion withdrew the
legislation. The research it was based on had been discredited, he said.


Somebody had
got to him. He went into seclusion—wouldn’t appear in public or meet with
anyone. Soon after that, he was dead.


            There
had to be a connection—I could feel it in our bones, his and mine. Except
withdrawing the legislation should have satisfied the people who were fighting
it. They wouldn’t have needed to kill him. 


Unless he’d
planned a double-cross.


Only someone
close to him would have known that.


            It
was time to talk to Sara.


#


            While
my cab was stuck in traffic, my mind hit cruising speed. 


            What
if I did get proof that Campion had been murdered? What if I knew beyond a
doubt that it was connected to the transplant legislation—that his
original evidence was the real deal, and millions of people might be at risk?
What was I going to do? Go to the media? Stand in front of TV cameras and claim
I knew all this because I was wearing the dead senator’s body?


            Even
if people believed me, I was screwed. It would be like putting a target on my
own back. Not to mention that the cops would try to connect me to the murder.
At the very least I’d received stolen goods—something you can’t exactly
deny when you’re wearing the evidence.


            Why
should I care about the public good anyway? Were this dead guy’s cells turning
me into some soft-spined liberal? I
didn’t want any part of that.


            But,
see, that was just the trouble. I had every part. Which part was in charge?


            Did
I own a replacement body? Or had Campion found himself a new head?


#


            I
was still thinking about that when Sara walked out of the building.


            The
first thing she saw was the fancy new leg braces I’d bought with her dead
lover’s money. I don’t think she recognized my face.


            “I
need to speak to you,” I said. “About Senator Campion.”


            I’d
never really seen anybody stop as if they’d hit a brick wall, but she did. Her
face drained of color, too.


            “I
don’t know what you’re talking about.” She tried to hurry away.


            “That’s
because I haven’t started yet. Wait up! Or would you rather I just yell what I
know?”


            That
stopped her again. I suggested we go for a coffee—from the look of her
face I couldn’t be sure any food would stay down. We found our way to the back
of a dim restaurant.


            “Before
I say anything more, I want you to know I’m not a cop or anything like that. I
don’t work for the Campion family and their friends. Or enemies. I’m not
interested in your love affair, either.”


            “Then
what do you want?”


            “I’ll
explain my connection later. First of all…” I sat down too heavily, my legs
giving out. “Did you know the senator was murdered?”


            She
looked horrified. “No, he wasn’t.”


            “He
was—I’ll tell you how I know in a minute. I think it was political,
probably connected to his legislation about transplants. What do you know about
that?”


            “He
withdrew it. What do you care, Mr.…?”


            “My
name’s not important. I care because…I’ve had a transplant myself. What was the
danger that got Campion worked up about them? About excessive transplantation.”


            She
shook her head. “I don’t know the science. It was something about the nervous
system connections. Brain load, I think. Too many new connections could become
overwhelming beyond a certain threshold. Then the communication with the
muscles and organs would begin to break down. He told me it would be fatal if
the brain had to choose among priorities and dropped a connection to one of the
vital organs.”


            I
nodded. It explained a lot.


            “Then
what made him change his mind and withdraw the bill?”


            She
didn’t give an answer. Just a good view of her shiny black hair.


            “I
need to know,” I said. “It could lead me to his killer.”


            Her
head snapped up. “You don’t understand. It was his brain tumour.”


            “No,
it wasn’t. Someone poisoned him.”


            “I
mean, it was his tumour that made him change his mind about the bill. He didn’t
want to. The tumour was in a part of the brain called the anterior…something.”


            “The
anterior cingulate gyrus.”


            “Yes.
It…it affected his will. His inhibitions, too.” She gave a wan smile at some
memory. “But the worst part was that it made him susceptible to suggestion.”


            The
fog in my mind began to clear.


            “And
somebody found out about that. His party cronies? Maybe even the leaders?”


            She
nodded, and her green eyes filmed with tears.


            “They
exploited it. He tried to resist them, but he couldn’t. Not forever. They’d
keep at him about something, and gradually he’d agree. Then, afterward, he’d
know what he’d done and hate himself.” She looked straight into my eyes.
Defiant. “They were turning him into a puppet. He couldn’t live with that.”


            The
final pieces clicked into place.


            I
hung my head and shook it like a punch-drunk boxer. Finally I managed a low
croak.


            “It
was you. In the hotel room. You took the needle away from him.”


            “Yes.”
The word was a weak sob. “But it was too late. A huge overdose. He was in
Hell…the guilt, the helplessness, and the pain of the headaches.” Her heart
tried to wrench itself through her throat. “I
loved him so much.”


            “Overdose.
That explains why the organs and tissues were still usable.”


            “What?”


            “Never
mind.”


            There
were other questions I could have asked. Instead I threw some bills on the
table to pay for the coffee, and hauled myself to my feet.


            “Wait,”
she said. “You have to tell me. What has any of this got to do with you? Why
did you track me down?”


            “I’ve
got his body,” I rasped. “A transplant. Someone has one sick sense of humour.”
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            So
now I’m in a wheelchair. It’s state-of-the-art—Campion’s money can buy
the best. My synth voice sounds a lot like me, and I can steer the chair with
my thoughts. Arm movements are a problem, though I can still do a few things
with my right arm, thanks to mechanical motion enhancers. Unfortunately, my
brain’s connections to the neuro-link are failing too. No-one knows why.


            I’m
still trying to track down Campion’s research source. Whoever it was seems to
have gone into hiding, but I’ll keep looking. Documents and files can be
destroyed, but traces nearly always remain somewhere. Kind of like memories. If
I get enough proof I’ll send it to the media outlets and see what happens.


            I
saw Sara again, too. I went back to Hack’s discount place, hoping against hope
that he might have another body for sale. He pretended not to know me, and
denied any involvement with body parts. But Sara was there. She’d quit her job
and left her husband—I’d known that much, had kept track of her. And
obviously she’d hit hard times if she had to shop at Hack’s.


            I
set my wheelchair to make a printout while I rolled over to her. She recognized
me, and if she tried to hide her dismay, the effort was a total failure.


            “You’re
dishonouring his memory, you know that?” I said.


            “What
do you mean?”


            “Destroying
your life. He wouldn’t have wanted that. In fact, I’d bet part of the reason he
killed himself was to protect you. To keep your secret, before someone could
get it out of him.”


            The
green eyes filled with a mixture of horror and shame.


            “You
owe it to him to live. Be happy. Do your part to make the world a better
place.” It was cheesy, but probably true. I think by now I have a pretty good
idea how Campion thought.


            She
tried to find something to say, but couldn’t. Instead she leaned down and gave
me an impulsive hug before she hurried away. That was when I slipped the
printout into her pocket. One of the last movements this arm will ever make,
I’m afraid. Nothing to be done about that. Especially not with the amount of
money I kept for myself.


            She’ll
make better use of all those millions, and Campion wanted her to have it.


            I
know what you’re thinking: Campion’s body has won.


            You
may be right. But if I’ve been stupid…well, I’ll have a long time to think
about that, sitting in this chair.
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Dead Air


It’s a hard thing
to accept that someone wants you dead. It forces you to decide if you have
anything worth living for.


 


When radio morning man
Lee Garrett finds a death threat on his control console, he shrugs it off as a
sick prank—until minor harassment turn into undeniable attempts on his
life. When the deadliest assault yet claims an innocent victim, Garrett knows
he has to force a confrontation.


 


“A gripping,
insightful debut from a veteran radio personality and gifted wordsmith.”
—Sean Costello, author of Here After


 


“Scott Overton is a
storyteller of boundless skill...a writer to watch.” —Mark Leslie, author
of Haunted Hamilton and I, Death


 


Available in trade paperback from Scrivener
Press http://www.scrivenerpress.com/store/p14/Dead_Air.html



 


In print and ebook from Amazon  amazon.com/author/scottoverton


 


In ebook format from Kobo                        http://store.kobobooks.com/en-CA/ebook/dead-air



 


 


 


 





 


Disastrous!


“An invasion from beneath our feet. A
hammer blow from the sky. And a genetic crop modification that could bring
about humanity’s extinction.”


Who doesn’t love imagining the many ways
our civilization could crumble?


Three thrilling short stories about the end
of the world as we know it, available as an ebook from www.kobo.com and amazon.com/author/scottoverton
.


 


AN
EXCERPT FROM “TARTARUS RISING”


            It’s still hard to accept how
quickly the Trogs took control of our planet. It wasn’t just that no-one had
known an advanced species lived only meters beneath our feet. Some people, even
now, say that’s impossible, and insist they must have come from space. It
really makes no difference. What sealed our fate was that no-one believed we
were under attack even weeks after it had begun.


            Gamers
were the first to use the name “Trogs”. The word troglodyte refers to ancient cave men. But to say the Trogs lived
in caves was like saying the Queen has a nice house. They inhabited vast
caverns under the earth’s surface—whole subterranean worlds. And we never
knew until the disasters in New York and Tokyo.


            There
have been stories about dwellers underground for centuries. Just read the
online ravings of the conspiracy theorists: tales of hairy creatures who attack
amateur spelunkers, lumberjack types who visit trapped miners, or even more
often, mysterious old men in robes with some connection to outer space aliens
in UFO’s—the worst kind of lurid crap and no evidence worth a damn. 


            Trogs
don’t look the way any of those stories describe them. But they are killers.


            They
killed thousands when the Citigroup Center in New York collapsed into a hole in
the ground on June 14th. Then the Mori Tower in Tokyo the next morning. The
week that followed tore the soul out of the business world: the Sears Tower in
Chicago, the US Bank Tower in L.A., the Gherkin in London, England, and the
Hochhaus Treptower in Berlin, Germany. They toppled like dominos until the news
media couldn’t keep up. Not just some of the planet’s most famous buildings,
but the vital organs of the capitalist world. Wall Street, central London, the
Nihonbashi district…all sank beneath the surface amid clouds of dust and
rubble, the very crust of the earth taken out from under them before anyone
suspected a thing. We knew nothing about the Trogs, but they knew all about us.


            The
world economy was gutted in a matter of weeks. Workers refused to go to work.
Even then there was not one credible suggestion that the disasters were
anything but natural. We knew of no technology that could explain it, so it was
left unexplained.
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