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The Kincaids


Their latest client was painfully old-fashioned, the sort who wanted to stare you down while making demands. It was a degree of familiarity that rattled Ryn’s nerves behind the cool facade. 
“I don’t normally meet clients in coffee shops,” Ryn said, helping themself to a scone. Beneath the table, they pressed a hand against their bouncing knee. It was a high-end place that was a bit steep for Ryn’s tastes, but they made excellent green tea.
“You’ll have to forgive me,” Mrs. Kincaid said. She was a middle-aged woman and appeared twenty years younger than her fifty-five years would imply—thanks to modern medicine and vast wealth. “I never cared for stuffy old offices.”
The corner of Ryn’s mouth twitched. They hadn’t had a physical office for years; everything was digital now. “I think I would’ve preferred that to airing out your dirty laundry.” Their eyes cut towards the nearby booth, occupied by a couple (his and hers, going by the indicators above their heads) enjoying their coffee and muffins in stark silence. Ryn liked to think they were corresponding via Telepathy, the modern take on telephones.
Body language seemed to imply otherwise. The man’s eyes were focused on his extended palm, darting from side to side as if scanning the morning paper. And the woman smiled absentmindedly to herself, fingers twitching in midair. Both doing their own thing, not quite parallel play, but better than being apart.
Across from them, Mrs. Kincaid merely shrugged. She who carried no pronoun markers, quirky nickname, or embarrassing status update. “I suppose that is an option, but I also wanted to avoid certain implications by inviting you into my home.”
“I understand, Mrs. Kincaid, but—”
“Oh, please. Call me Floyd. No need to be so formal.”
“Floyd it is.” They rubbed the back of their shaved head, close to the nape of their neck. Just below it rested the Implant. Vleck model. Not the first of its kind, but superior to older models. “I forwarded the documents to your email, but brought the hard copies, as requested.”
Floyd leaned forward, eying the thick folder Ryn retrieved from their briefcase. “Included in the files are a series of videos, all of which you can view at your leisure,” they said, handing her the folder. They weren’t in the habit of making hard copies; it was an awful waste of resources. But Floyd was a special case, a dinosaur in the era of high tech. “These are in order, from mildly to increasingly infuriating.”
She handled the folder as though it were C4, slowly turning it around in her fingers before unsheathing the mountain of evidence.
“Has he ever expressed a desire to upgrade?”
“No, not to me he hasn’t. He knows how I feel about all that nonsense. But to adapt it for the sake of…” She drew in a shaky breath. “I know I look calm and composed on the outside, but I assure you I am positively fuming right now.” It probably had something to do with the photos she was flipping through.
They started off unremarkable; just pictures of her husband coming to and from work or loitering in seemingly mundane places. But it only picked up from there.
“He gave me a fair bit of trouble, as you can see from the many time frames and positioning.” Floyd wanted concrete proof, and she got it.
Robert Kincaid moved like a man who knew he was being tailed. They spent that first week learning his patterns. Who he spent his time with outside of work, his actual schedule and not the loose timeline he gave his wife, and his favorite haunts.
It wasn’t until the second week that they realized he’d given them the slip on numerous occasions.
“I had my suspicions already, but I didn’t think he’d be so bold as to bring her here.” She slapped down a picture of Robert and a pretty young woman with thick blonde curls. “He used to bring me to this same cafe when he first began courting me. This was our spot.” She cleared her throat and lowered her voice before it could climb any higher. “It’s been our morning ritual for years, but we gradually stopped coming so often. Sundays are—were our special days together, now that the boys are out of the house.”
Ryn nodded along, adapting a sympathetic expression while they silently checked their email and notes. This was a big deal for Floyd, confirmation of a dying long-term relationship. But it was only business for them, and they hadn’t even gotten to the juiciest part yet. “I really am sorry things turned out this way, but now you know.”
“It’s never been a matter of knowing,” she said with a sigh. “It’s catching him in a lie.” She turned the photos over in her hands and laid them down with disgust. The topmost one was where things started to get serious.
“Do you need a break?”
“I don’t want to be alone right now, but I’d appreciate a change in topic,” she said, brushing an imaginary strand of hair from her forehead. “You asked if he was interested in upgrading. Why is that?”
They gestured at the discarded photo. “There’s more to the Implant than private calls and email,” they said. “Virtual reality is its main selling point.” He’d also scoped out clinics, a small list Ryn included as a courtesy.
Originally promoted as a second world, one where all means of life could take place (primarily work and education), it also sported a thriving gaming community. The open world MMORPG was something Ryn occasionally dabbled in to kill some time and energy, but they mostly stuck to the HUB.
“I don’t think he’d go that far. Not at our age.”
Ryn smiled back at her. “I hear it takes less out of you when you’re a child. Acclimation is practically seamless, at that age.” It had been almost fifteen years since Ryn elected to test out the Implant, back when it was still in the experimental stage and competing with body hackers. While the alternatives were fun and came in many flavors, they didn’t like leaving their faith in hobbyists. Looking back now, too many abandoned their projects to move on to new things or work on official hardware, leaving old clients in limbo.
“Oh, you young children...these are some rather good shots, I must say.” Floyd set another picture on the table and tapped at a corner. “How did you manage to get a shot of him like this...oh, excuse me. The balcony scene. It looks like it was taken a mere few inches away, but I know that building.”
“It’s one of the apartment buildings adjacent to his sister’s, yes.” The mistress lived somewhere on the 28th floor, way out of a normal person’s vantage point.
“You can even see the city skyline from this angle. Is that an upgrade provided, or do you have some sort of super camera?” Her tone and expression were endearing at least, but Ryn was not susceptible to flattery.
“A magician never reveals their tricks,” they said with a wink. “But I believe my work warrants the pay rate.”
Floyd’s smile faltered, but only slightly. “Oh, I’m not doubting you. I’m just curious about the procedure, is all. I want to know if anyone could do your job.”
“They’re more than welcome to try, but armchair detectives aren’t cut out for this gig.” It was dangerous, for one, and not just in regards to their life. One had to consider the legal ramifications for their behavior, such as trespassing or overly candid shots. “It’s best to leave it in the hands of professionals.”
“I suppose I can’t fault you for being cautious,” she said with a soft sigh. “But I’ll be able to sort the rest out in court.” She pressed a finger against her temple. “I believe the completion fee came up to five thousand, for a total of ten thousand dollars, correct?”
The job itself was tedious, but the money was more than worth it. Ten grand wouldn’t get them very far in the long run, but it was more than enough for a flight to and an extended stay in Berlin. “That is correct. You can send it the same way as last.”
“Yes, I still have your information saved.” She may be behind on the times, but at least Floyd wasn’t handing out paper checks.
A soft ping! went off in Ryn’s left ear, followed by an alert of the deposit. They blinked, and it disappeared. No muss, no fuss. “It was nice doing business with you, Mrs. Kincaid.”
“Oh, I suppose it’ll just be Ms. from now on. He took my name when we married, but he’ll shed it soon enough.”
“As it should be,” they said, and rose to their feet. Their job was done here; it was up to Floyd to figure out the rest.
“Oh, Mx. Casler?” Steely blue eyes looked them up and down, lingering at their bare fingers.
Ryn mentally exhaled. “Ms. Kincaid?”
“I don’t suppose you’re married, are you?”
Their skin prickled at the question, but they maintained a neutral expression. “You’d be correct. You’d also be correct in thinking I can’t understand where you’re coming from.”
Floyd visibly relaxed. “No, I can’t imagine you are. Not in this line of work.”
“I’m more than capable of separating my work from my personal life, Ms. Kincaid.”
They could’ve laughed. Wanted to. They had no interest in relationships, even before seeing the bitter remnants of their clients’. But they kept that cool expression, feigning something close to sympathy for Floyd’s sake.
“Well, be careful about who you choose to let in.” Mournful eyes swept the cafe one last time. “It’ll save you a great deal of heartbreak in the future.”
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All Cops Are Blurs


Ryn’s office was on a quiet side street near a few virtual cafes. The food and drinks served there were more for show, but it gave workers an illusion of normality as they filtered to and from their respective jobs. Ryn personally considered it virtual clutter; if they wanted a bagel and a coffee, they could always unplug and go out.  
But sometimes it was nice to walk down the narrow streets and admire the wild cast of characters seated around small tables, some typing away at tablets or chatting over steaming mugs.
And, depending on where you went, some of the avatars were less than human. Not how Ryn wanted to go out, but it made people watching interesting.
They paused near a gaudy virtual billboard. Not even VR was safe from advertisements, but this one was especially egregious. Partly because it was sponsored by self-proclaimed tech wizard and “bad boy” Ricky Gillespie, celebrated genius of the era, part-time mumble rapper, and proud father to a dozen kids who quietly disowned him over the years.
His signature phrase, “Would You Like To Live Forever?” stood out on the billboard in neon hues, and beneath it, was the image of an elderly person behind an old timey computer screen. On the screen was a hint of their younger self, and the promise to supersede age and a dying planet.
Ryn was used to seeing it online, but it spilled into offline spaces with similar aggressiveness. The reception was mixed, with people like Floyd Kincaid being staunchly against loading their consciousness into a computer. The younger folk took to it well, however.
Despite their tendency to adopt technology before their peers, Ryn was still on the fence.  
The building they worked out of was short and red bricked, with a simple plaque on the door that read Casler & Piers. Were it not for the Implant and VR, they’d still be sharing a towering, gray building with hundreds of other private investigators and small businesses.
But it was getting harder and harder to keep up if you didn’t have the latest tech and resources.
It was a very standard, almost drab office inside, an open concept that could easily turn into separate offices with the wave of a finger. A few potted plants lined the large window by their colleague’s empty desk, a fish tank with a school of clownfish and sea anemone by Ryn’s.
There was an odd creature at Ryn’s desk. It had the body of a man, but a series of green tentacles extended from its torso to the floor, and a CRT TV perched on its shoulders. It rested its “head” against a long, thick tentacle, and the screen clicked on and displayed the grinning face of a chimpanzee. With his feet kicked up on their desk, it was hard to take him seriously. 
Ryn pointed at the man-thing, then to the ground. “Piers, please.” They would not give him the satisfaction of uttering the ridiculous sentence rattling around in their head.
“Oh, you’re no fun,” the TV man grumbled, but obliged, shambling off with the use of his grotesque tentacles, short legs dangling in the air.
The sight made them snort, as close to a laugh as he could hope for. “Why can’t you pick something more presentable?”
“Why should I,” he said, plopping down on his own desk. The TV and tentacles disappeared, leaving only the comically long, pink tie as his defining aesthetic, second only to the pompadour he now fussed over. 
“Potential clients? Unlike you, I want to be taken seriously.”
“And you think I don’t?” He grimaced at the sudden pitch in his tone, and adjusted accordingly. “I think you need to lighten up, Cas. Do you even go outside the HUB?”
“Sure. When I’m not working.” That was debatable, actually; jealous spouses were more than happy to have their partners tracked in VR. Those assignments were Ryn’s least favorite, as there were too many variables to consider. The HUB alone gave them too much trouble.
“Psshaw!” He stretched out, chin rested in hand. “So, how’d it go?”
“I also don’t like to talk about my clients. You know this.” They didn’t care for gossip unless they were paying for it.
“You can at least tell me how much you pulled from the job.”
“Ten grand,” they said. “I wanted to ask for more, but I didn’t want to get too greedy.”
“That bad, huh?”
“More like annoying.” Figuring out how the soon-to-be former Mr. Kincaid eluded them was the hard part, but he wasn’t slick; the solution was as simple as following the breadcrumbs and realizing that the apartment building shared a basement with two others. From there, they were able to follow his path via infrared and deduced where he spent those missing hours.
“So, this Kincaid fella…”
“He’s straight,” they said, scanning their messages. “As in he only likes women.”
“And he’s probably going broke soon,” he sighed.
Despite his lackadaisical nature, Piers was very good at his job. Fraud, such as insurance and identity, was his specialty. The two occasionally worked together on a case if it involved catfishing or surveillance, and Ryn often handled background checks for him, if they had nothing better to do.
But they were best suited for fieldwork, where they could put their special set of skills to the test.
“Please develop better taste in men.” Their eyes froze on a missing person’s case, one they’d politely refused not once, but twice. 
The first time, it was sent directly to them by a potential client. The second, by another PI running interference for said client. But Ryn didn’t deal with the missing. They were a decent tracker, yes, but believed that some things were best left alone, and not everyone who went missing did so inadvertently. And cases like those were rarely straightforward; they couldn’t be solved in a week or two, like their usual turnaround. 
But this client was stubborn and offered to raise the pay with each contact. Ryn massaged their temple. The money was good, but... 
“Complains about too much work, piles up on work,” Piers said, leaning on his desk. “You should go on vacation, maybe meet a nice gal and let loose for a while.”
“I plan on retiring early. That’s my vacation.” And if they needed money, a part-time job as a photographer would do. Weddings, birthdays… There was always something.
“I just don’t want you to get burnt out, kid.”
“Don’t worry about me,” they said, and summoned their personal assistant, Burroughs.
In the virtual world, the AI had some semblance of a body, a shady figure with a blue outline. But it had no discernible gender, and Ryn saw no need to burden it with one.
Out of the corner of their eye, Piers grimaced at the stock image. His own assistant was a bear of a man, with arms and legs thick as tree trunks, a prominent belly, and thick gray hair.
“How may I assist?” Burroughs spoke in a dulcet tone, the shadow of a smile forming.
“Clear out my inbox, Redirect tab. Cross reference with my contacts and forward these requests to the hungry and willing.”
A tablet appeared in its hands and its head leaned forward, invisible eyes scanning the surface. “And what of the unsorted request?”
“I’ll accept it, if only to hear them out.”
“And what else do you have planned for the day?”
Ryn shrugged. “Take a nap and run a background check.”
[image: image-placeholder]It took them all of twenty minutes to realize the name they were given was an alias. And a pun, at that. Paige Turner. They audibly groaned upon realization, and had to endure five minutes of Piers gasping and wheezing for air. That, coupled with the fact that they were borderline sleep deprived, led to Ryn logging out for the day and seeking a cure.
Playing around in VR was fun; you could be anything or anyone, but you needed to head to meatspace if you wanted the good sleep. The hard sleep.
Ryn wasn’t in a picky mood today, and didn’t look beyond the details presented on the woman’s profile. A consistent five star rating and overwhelmingly positive reviews were all they cared about at the moment.
And she, a tawny brown woman in her early thirties, delivered. What stood about her the most, and what granted her an air of mystery and prestige, were the delicate set of deer antlers protruding from her scalp. She had the markings of a white-tail deer running down her back to complete the aesthetic, a downright work of art if you thought about it. The antlers by far made things interesting, and she made an offhand joke about tennis balls when asked if she had any regrets.
So they were in fairly high spirits when they left the red-light district, but seeing the idling police officer, identified by their electric blue vest, gave them pause. Sex work was decriminalized in some states, or legal and heavily regulated in others (nowhere Ryn wanted to be found, in other words), but some clients got handsy and needed to be dealt with accordingly.
They gave the officer a curt nod; just seeing the vest gave them a temporary case of prosopagnosia. Something about people in uniforms and the lack of an identity, especially from those of authoritative standing.
But status aside, they were actually kind of cute—you just had to look beyond the vest.
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A Real Paige Turner


Ryn had the pleasure of meeting “Paige Turner” in the flesh, in a small office they rented for the hour. She was a year or two older, thirty-six at the most, with hazel eyes and dark brown hair that hung around her head in thick curls... 
“Mx. Casler,” she said, “Have you taken time to look through the files I sent you?”
“Just Ryn is fine,” they said. She’d at least had the sense to send them a digital copy, which they had open on their HUD.
Shanice Nyree Simmons. Twenty-two, 5‘5, graduate student at a prestigious university. There was a list of accomplishments, hobbies, and usual haunts. She was very pretty, with a light skin tone and hair that almost allowed her to pass for white.
“It’s very thorough. Did you write this up yourself?”
She gave them a coy smile, eyebrow cocked. “You don’t recognize me, do you?”
“Should I?” Ryn didn’t get out much and properly socialize, and they had a feeling “Paige” wasn’t the sort to work at or frequent the pleasure houses. She was too uptight, too stiff. And there was something about the way she looked at them, a perceived judgment.
“It was late, wasn’t it?” She leaned back and crossed her legs. “Or perhaps you don’t recognize me without my signature vest?”
It clicked just as she said that. “Wait...” They framed a hand just beneath her collar and tried to imagine a blue vest. Her face didn’t ring a bell, but the body type and mole on her chin stood out.
“It’s alright. I’m used to it.”
“That why you reached out with an alias?” It wasn’t the first time they’d worked with a cop, but they did so sparingly and with great discretion.
“Winters. Shae Winters. And I’m not here under police business, if that’s got you feeling skittish.”
“Personal?”
She frowned. “Close. Shanice is the daughter of a family friend. Regretfully, her case hasn’t been taken seriously by my precinct. I looked into the matter on my own, mostly as a favor. It’s times like this we black folk gotta stick together.”
“So much for reform,” they said dryly.
“We’ve come a long way from dogs, hoses, and repackaged slavery.” She had a point there, no matter how small; today’s cops were marginally tolerable and (occasionally) held accountable for their actions. Prisons were focused more on rehabilitation and run on tighter regulations. 
It looked great on paper, but Ryn wasn’t entirely convinced.
“You know I don’t do missing persons, right? Am I really the best person for this?”
“I’ve exhausted all other options.” She toyed with a strand of hair, twisting it around her fingers. “And I feel like you’d be more motivated to try than some.”
“But you know I can’t divulge her location if she doesn’t want to be found, either.”
“Even if I think she’s in danger?”
They shrugged. “You could be what she’s running from, for all I know. Or her family.”
Shae sighed and lightly combed her hair with her fingers. “That’s fair, but I didn’t want to risk you shutting me down, either. I’m desperate, and it hurts my pride to even admit it.”
“This isn’t my specialty, but I’ll see what I can do,” they said.
“Your listing says you’re good at finding people. I figured that included potential kidnappings.”
“Yeah.” Ryn chewed on their bottom lip. “Hard to believe she just disappeared without a trace.”
“Why, because she’s pretty?”
“No, because she was so involved in the community. Popular, too.” It was easier to slip through the cracks when you were categorized as “undesirable”: fat, dark-skinned, disabled, etc. But everyone went to bat for slim, pretty girls, particularly the white ones. “Was she troubled? Any mental health issues?”
“Nothing major, but they diagnosed her with anxiety in high school,” she said offhandedly.
“Do you know the severity, and what prompted it? School, parental expectations, partners?”
“I don’t see why any of that matters. She had an outstanding home life, and a family that loved and treasured her.”
They calmly studied her, from the subtle shift of her jaw, to the way she tightened a curl on her finger. “You aren’t holding back on me, are you?”
“Everything, every pertinent detail about her life up to the point she went missing, and my own efforts, have been carefully documented,” she said, tapping the desk for emphasis.
And yet… 
“What’s your job title? You don’t strike me as a beat cop, but I’ve been wrong before.”
“Detective.”
“Homicides, cold cases…?”
Shae sighed, looking smaller than her ego. “General. I’d love to work on cold cases, but I’m not there yet.”
“Alright, Ms. Winters. I’ll go over the information soon, but I need you to let me do my job.” They stood to guide her out.
“Why do you think I hired you?” She bumped her shoulder into theirs, mouth drawn in a hard line.
“Just one last question,” they said, leaning against the door.
“Yes?”
“What were you doing when we met?”
Shae paused, eyes slowly sweeping over Ryn. “I was called in about a disturbance,” she intoned. “A man was getting rough with one of the workers. I certainly wasn’t stalking you.”
“Short staffed, I’m guessing?”
“I was in the area, and didn’t mind standing by. Why is this important?”
“Just curious, is all,” they said. But she had it all wrong.
[image: image-placeholder]They inevitably found themself back in their home away from home, but for reasons unrelated to their circadian rhythm. Few people loitered about at this hour, and the few that did were pedestrians, cyclists, and the occasional hoodlum.
Ryn walked up and down the narrow street, scanning the stragglers, ears tuned for minute details. The latest gossip, if you could call it that, concerned stray dogs, the recent altercation, and the ethics of fucking a robot. That latter convo caught their ear for longer than they cared to admit and ended the same as others.
Would the world grind to a halt if men could marry and fuck robots?
They rolled their eyes as the conversation devolved into crude euphemisms and sexual preferences.
“Hoi,” they said, stopping near a boy cozied up on a doorstep. He was playing with a vape pen, blowing imperfect smoke rings. “Can I get your help with something?”
He thrust a hand out, palm up. The “pay me and I’ll think about it” stance. Paper money hadn’t been a thing for years now; everything was digital. They sent the boy fifty and his entire demeanor changed. “How may I help you, my good chum?” He twirled his pen around his fingers in a little flourish.
“How familiar are you with the usual crowd?”
“Very,” he said, nodding at the building behind him. “My ma works here. I know er’body.”
“How old are you?”
“Nineteen.”
“Do you know if any girls your age work here?” It wasn’t uncommon for young women to pick up this sort of job until they found something better. He held out his hand again, and Ryn sighed. “Don’t get greedy. It’s a yes or no question, kid.”
The boy rolled his shoulders and shoved the pen back into his mouth. “A lot. You’re gonna have to pay up if you want specifics.”
Ryn admired a piece of anti-hybrid graffiti, a crudely drawn catgirl with an x drawn through it. Their eye subtly twitched and a copy of the image was added to their collection. Depending on how petty they felt later, they would report it for cleaning.
“I’m not that hard up for information,” they said, and turned to go. They’d only come here to cover their bases, having double checked most of Shae’s notes—and ran a brief background check on her.
It was all very squeaky clean, Shae’s background ambiguous but for her work history and education; nothing they couldn’t find on a resume. College, prison guard, police detective. No criminal record, scant mention of family or spouses, and a very basic social media presence. They’d passed a request onto Piers, but thorough checks took time and he had his hands full.
“Hold up,” the boy said, darting into their path. Ryn sidestepped him and picked up speed until they were power-walking, but he jogged after them. “Do you have a picture or a name?”
“Names carry a lot of weight around here.” Too much. “But I can send you a picture.” They paused to watch his expression, but he only shook his head.
“Never seen her around.”
“Yeah, I thought as much.” That was going to complicate things, but at least they ruled out one possibility. “Thanks, kid.”
“Hey! What about my money?”
Ryn took off at a speed he couldn’t hope to match, brisk strides that left them feeling like they were walking on air.




4
[image: image-placeholder]
The Buddy System


“Ayyy Casler,” Piers said, when Ryn showed up at the office the next day. “What’s good?” 
“Can the formalities, Piers.” They sank into their chair and spun in a half circle. “You know I prefer to be out on the field.”
Even if it was just sitting in a cramped car or perched on a roof, it was better than being stuck in VR while their physical body gradually deteriorated.
“Normally I’d say the fresh air does you good, but that really depends where you’re at in the city.”
The air quality wasn’t as good as it could be, but Neo Cleveland wasn’t hit as hard as other cities.
“And that’s why I always carry a mask,” Ryn said, cracking their knuckles. “Now let me think…”
“Anything I can help with? I’m actually in a lull at the moment.”
“Did you run that backup check I asked for?”
“For Shanice? It’s sitting in your mailbox. All easily found. The girl did not cover her tracks at all, but hey, that’s showbiz.”
“She probably wasn’t taught how.” Which was funny, considering she had someone like Shae in the wings. Could also be they weren’t that close—or Shanice was a bit of a rebel.
Piers was a real smartass, but at least he was thorough. His notes were so clean Ryn could see themself in them. He left a list of social media handles, aliases, and potential leads.
“She didn’t have many friends, huh?”
Shae’s notes painted a slightly better picture, but from a glance, Ryn saw that there was very little overlap between casual schoolmates and online friends.
“Very few offline, it seems. It gets murkier online. In a world where everyone is your friend, no one is.”
“...I can see why,” they said. Shanice had thousands of followers on her Flippr, QuickSnap, and Taggle accounts, and followed only a fraction of that. Typical social media influencer.
Ryn zeroed in on the most active account, last post dated two weeks ago. Nothing remarkable; she complained about school and a boy she was tutoring. They scanned her bio for her interests, age, pronouns, and found a link to her private NSFW account.
That was a no go at the moment, but Ryn still sent a request through one of their side accounts, on the off chance someone responded.
They pinched the bridge of their nose and dove into Shanice’s likes and recent posts—mostly dated and cringe memes, social justice posts, a few MLM schemes, and…
Ryn bit their lip as a woman with large breasts, bare for the world to see, appeared on their screen. She danced in a tight circle, showing off her zebra stripes and rabbit ears. This was one of Shanice’s friends. Shanice herself left a response praising the woman’s body mods.
They shifted through the friend’s account, where she readily identified as a cam girl. Ryn spent more time cycling through risqué photos and videos than they cared to admit. It was a very active account, and she ran collabs with other sex workers.
“Damn,” they said, following a link to the woman’s Slaxx page. Was she really going to take all twelve inches of that?
“You good, Ryn?” Piers asked, peering over his computer. His tone was less playful and more concerned.
“It’s not me I’m worried about.” Damn, she was really going for it, and she took it well. Ryn bit their lip. They shouldn’t be watching this at work, but told themself it was for science. Yes…science.
“For only $20, you can watch the full video! I’ve been told it’s my spiciest one ever!”
Ryn sighed into their clasped hands. They were going to blow off some steam of their own later today, but only after they made a breakthrough in the case.
They sent Zebra woman a message through her main account, but kept her Slaxx page in an open tab, and reached out to more of Shanice’s friends.
Putting the pieces together one by one, it was almost a surprise Shae hadn’t stumbled upon this side of Shanice before.
“Piers, I’m gonna call it for now.”
“Already? You’re really on your A game today, kiddo!”
“Yeah, you could say that.” They’d done all they could for now; they just had to wait for responses. And knowing some of the influencers’ streaming schedules, it could be a while.
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“Is that all,” Shae said, when Ryn relayed the information.
“No, but it’s a start.”
“Please don’t leave me hanging, Ryn.” It was almost kinda cute, seeing her beg.
It was Shae’s idea to meet up for dinner, to which Ryn eagerly agreed. They needed to rebuild their stamina, and Shae was treating. Ryn ate a steady diet of fast food and ramen, so it was nice to have a proper meal for once.
They neatly cut their steak into bite-size pieces and stacked them near the mashed potatoes, the green beans in their own neat little pile. It was time consuming, but they liked an orderly plate.
Shae watched with a light scowl. “Do you always play with your food?”
“No, but I don’t usually eat anything this ornate, either.”
“Ornate? What do you normally eat?”
Ramen and quick meals, mostly. Sometimes they dressed the ramen up with vegetables and some kind of protein—egg, meat, it didn’t matter—and a tablespoon of vinegar for additional flavor.
“That’s not important,” they said. “Tell me, Paige—”
“It’s Shae.”
“—did you check her online activity?”
“Shanice?” She absentmindedly chewed on the end of her fork. Shae’s meal was more elaborate; salmon on a bed of leafy vegetables and a side of sushi. She’d asked for a bottle of wine, but Ryn contented themselves with a Dr. Pepper. “I did what I could, but she didn’t exactly make it easy.”
“I have a list. Send me over yours so I can compare the two?”
“Yeah, sure…” Her expression became vacant, the sign of someone checking their private interface. Most people didn’t know better, and Shae was no exception to the rule.
Ryn’s eyes itched to zoom in on the alert on the side of their vision, but they’d mastered their compulsivity, adapting an appropriate poker face. Shae’s list was substantially shorter and full of dead ends.
“Out of curiosity, what account did you use to search for her? Your personal, or…?” They’d scanned through Shae’s meager connections, and Shanice didn’t appear there or vice versa.
“My own, of course.” She lowered her fork. “Why? What did you find?”
“You’re terrible at snooping, aren’t you?”
“I like to think I’m pretty good, actually. But I’m not infallible.”
“Hm. I’m going to send you something, and I want you to tell me what you see.”
“Go ahead,” she said. Her blank expression quickly became one of bewilderment. “Hold on…this is my—this is her.” She blinked and shook her head. “Why would she block me?”
“I can think of many reasons,” Ryn said, spearing a piece of meat on their fork. They added a green bean to the bottom and smushed the lot in the mashed potatoes. “I don’t recommend logging out to check it, either. Might see something you’ll regret.”
Shae chewed on her lower lip. “Yeah, I think I’ll take your word on that one. Did you—”
“No major leads right now. I talked to one of her friends, but I got the vibe she was hiding something.”
“Oh, where she at? We can pull up right now and settle this.”
“Pull up? Don’t get ahead of yourself. If we’re going to do this, we’re doing it my way.”
“Your—”
“Remember, Shae. You came to me. Let me do my job and everything’s good, alright?”
“Look, I understand that, but time is of the essence, Ryn. You’re treating this like a runaway, like she went willingly, but I know Shanice.”
“Better than she knows herself?”
Shae smirked and leaned back, arms folded. “I was hoping you would be on my side, but now I realize I should’ve stuck with my guns.”
“Oh, spare me the dramatics,” they said. “You’d still be stuck on stage one without me.”
“What’s your next step, then? Hm?”
Ryn allowed themself another bite. “I want to check out her apartment, maybe interview her classmates and friends.”
“Don’t bother with the friends. I did that for you.”
“And you took great notes. But there may be something you missed or they’re reluctant to divulge.” Smart kids didn’t talk to cops, especially if it involved friends. 
“It’s a waste of time, Ryn. Same as going to the landlord—”
“Did you go in as a cop or a concerned friend of the family?”
“…of the family.”
Ryn rubbed the back of their neck. “Alright, let’s try it my way.”
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Shae was eager to get it started that night, but Ryn gently persuaded her to reconsider. She’d already cost them the element of surprise. They proposed going the next morning; few people expected trouble on a lazy Sunday morning. 
“I still think we should’ve come sooner,” Shae said, rolling her shoulders. She wore her uniform as requested, the vest signaling a quiet alarm to all in the vicinity.
Ryn themself wore one of their better blazers, color palette the standard mix of black and shades of gray. They were going for the boring, unremarkable approach, but with a dash of style.
“You wanna knock, or should I?”
“Does it matter?”
Shanice’s apartment block was indistinguishable from any other, a towering building that spanned the bare minimum of fifty floors. That was the standard these days; why build out when you could build up? And of course, the taller the building was, the shakier the income gap.
Ryn lived in the rarer “short” building, on the fifteenth floor. It was utter hell in the summer, so they kept the blinds closed and lined the windows with blackout curtains. Just recently, they overheard the super expressing the desire to add five more levels to the twenty floors.
“What’s your game plan?”
She shot them a glance and gently prodded their mind with a Telepathy request. ‘Just let me do the talking.’
They bowed and stepped back to let her through; a cop and a lady, it only made sense for her to go first.
The lobby was nicer than the exterior let on, with plush couches lining the walls, and a kiosk in the middle for secure packages and inquiries. The woman behind the desk turned on an artificial smile, shining it first at Shae, then Ryn as an afterthought.
“Hello! I’m Bessie. How can I help you two today?” She was white, like the few residents lingering in the area.
Shae flashed her badge. “Hi, I’m detective Winters. I was hoping to talk to your building manager, regarding an investigation about one of your residents.”
“One of ours? Oh, no. Nothing bad, I hope.” Her smile cracked, and her eyes darted to Ryn, who silently nodded in acknowledgment. “Briarwood has a no tolerance policy—”
“Unless you’d like to help me out, instead? I need someone with keys.”
“What is this about?”
“I’m not at liberty to say.”
“Well, I can’t—”
Shae’s tone took on the sharp, authoritative tone from those old cop shows. “Is it your intention to obstruct justice, ma’am? Need I remind you of the consequences?”
‘Ease up. You’re laying it on too thick.’
But it was just enough for Bessie, who timidly rang up her boss.
‘You know she wouldn’t have stuttered if I was anybody else.’
‘Doesn’t matter what I think. Just keep it together.’
The landlord arrived fifteen agonizing minutes later, dressed casually in a flashy floral shirt and khaki shorts. If Ryn had to guess, he lived on site.
“What’s this all about?” He glanced at Shae, lip curled. “What’s so important you had to disturb my day of rest?”
‘I don’t think he recognizes me.’
‘Shae. Focus.’
“Me and my associate are investigating a—”
“Missing persons case.” Exasperation crept into his tone. “Bessie, help the nice cops out, why dontcha?” He pointed at her like she was a dog. “And don’t call me down for this again, understand?”
“Yes sir,” she whispered. Bessie kept her eyes trained on the floor as she turned to address Shae. “I can let you in, but only into that apartment, and with my supervision. I have to respect our resident’s privacy.”
“Naturally,” Shae said. She winked at Ryn. ‘See? It all worked out.’
‘Yeah, no thanks to you.’ They muted her and focused only on the timid receptionist, who squeezed herself into a corner of the elevator. She relaxed some when they reached Shanice’s floor and unlocked the apartment with a key fob.
Shae barged right on in, while Ryn lingered in the doorway.
“Sorry about before,” they said.
Bessie slowly blinked and shook her head. “I just wasn’t expecting this, is all.”
“Right, it is a Sunday. I imagine you’re working a short shift?”
“Yes, I…” She craned her head to the side, seeking the resolute figure scanning the living room. “I just needed the extra change. I normally work the weekly shift, while the building’s AI takes over on the weekends.”
“Glad to see they haven’t completely replaced receptionists.” Not entirely; Ryn preferred the androids to chatty, lonely humans. They were relieved to see the elderly lady in their building “retire,” in favor of a machine.
AI was a tool, a non-sentient being. It had no feelings to hurt and didn’t guilt you into a response.
“Believe me, if he could, he would,” Bessie said grimly. “I work my butt off to please our residents and keep things in order.”
“You aren’t married? No kids, or…”
“Oh, well…” Bessie shyly fussed with her thick, brunette curls. “I’m not about that life,” she said. “I do have a dog, a Dalmatian, and he’s getting on in years.”
Ryn knew little about the breed, other than they were high energy and used to work alongside early firefighters. “Let me guess, joints? I know Great Danes and German Shepherds have it especially rough.”
Her eyes lit up as she bobbed her head up and down. “Yes! That’s it exactly! Joints…Oh, his name is Dennis, would you like to see a picture? He’s pushing nine now, and has a bit of arthritis in his hind legs. Beautiful dog, really.”
Behind her, Shae mouthed, “The fuck are you doing?”
‘Working.’ They smiled at the image Bessie projected into the air—a noble-looking dog, covered in an array of black spots—and offered compliments on his defined air and adorable red scarf. “I’ve always loved Dalmatians. There’s this book I liked as a kid—”
“The Hundred and One Dalmatians,” she squealed. “Such a treasure! I absolutely adored it and the movies as a child. I even have my own collection—figurines, not dogs!” She threw her head back and laughed, the image disappearing.
“Oh, you’re quite the collector, huh? Actually, I had a question about Miss Simmons. Did she have any pets of her own? A cat, dog, or something smaller, perhaps?”
Bessie frowned. “Not that I know of. She seemed too busy for a pet.”
“Oh? With school, or…”
“School, I assumed. She was always studying in the rec room. Smart girl.”
“And when’s the last time you saw her?”
“I…you know, I’m not too sure.” She leaned against the wall, arms crossed and eyes gazing upwards. Checking her calendar or notes, they were sure. “It’s been at least a week. I know she had a package come in a while ago, but she never picked it up! I called her as a courtesy, and even held onto it, but—”
“Do you still have it?”
“The package?” Bessie’s shoulders tensed, and she eyed Ryn with cautious eyes. “You know I can’t give it to you.”
“No, but it could be evidence. She went missing, and might’ve had a stalker.”
“I’m sorry. I can’t divulge that information.”
“I don’t need the package itself, but I’d like to know who sent it, and if it’s something she ordered herself.”
Bessie’s mouth worked for a retort, but her shoulders sagged, and she sighed. “I could give you the name, if it’s from a company. But if someone’s personal name is on it…”
“Just the company name will do.” It could go a long way and shine some light on this mystery. “One last thing, before I join my associate…”
“Yes?”
“I don’t imagine you have much sway in this department, but do you know if the apartment is paid for?”
“You’re asking if she’s skipped rent? No, everything’s up to date, as far as I know.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes! Everything is automated these days, you know how it is.”
If that were the case, Shanice’s apartment would bleed her account dry, unless she canceled it. The monthly allotment only went so far. ‘You might want to consult her bank, if possible. I’m sure they’d be understanding, especially if you bring an emergency contact.’
‘I’d rather not.’
‘Still, it might be a good idea to freeze her accounts, especially if she’s being held against her will.’ Ryn nodded at Bessie. “Thanks again for all your help, but I need to see the apartment with my own eyes.”
‘Ryn…’
They tapped her on the shoulder, as close as they dared to invading her personal space. “Find anything?” ‘What’s wrong?’
“I took some pictures of the living room, but the bedroom…”
“What about it?”
“It’s padlocked,” she whispered, forgetting the Telepathy, but mindful of the woman lurking just a few feet away.
‘Do you want me to handle it?’ Ryn didn’t make a habit of it, but they knew how to bypass simple locks.
Shae waved them into a corner. “Did you see how clean it all looks?”
Untouched was their first thought; clean and slightly dusty, as if no one was around to actively maintain it. There was no sign of a struggle or anything remotely suspicious. “Are you sure she really even stayed here? It’s cleaner than I’d expect of most college students.”
“She’s always been a tidy person, and doesn’t keep bad company. So I wouldn’t expect her to go missing in her own home—”
They touched her shoulder, applying light pressure. “Keep it together, Detective Winters.” The mask was slipping, but they’d rather she not go into hysterics.
“Right. Cool.” She sucked in a breath and held it for five seconds before slowly letting it out. “I’m cool.”
“About that lock…”
She winked and inclined her head. ‘Leave it to me.’
The lock was your standard combination, a fairly archaic model these days. Shae bounced it in her palm, and before Ryn could protest, crushed the device in her hand. She tucked the remains in her pocket and nudged the door open.
‘Shae, wait—’
“See, easy—” Shae stood in the doorway, hands clutched at her sides. The look of triumph rapidly faded. “What…”
Ryn swept her back with one arm and stepped before her, using their body as a shield from the interior.
It was less of a bedroom, and more of a studio, a mixture of pastel pinks and purples. Professional quality lamps lurked in all four corners, focused on the plush bed. A curious device rested beside the bed, along with a toy chest. The single computer on the nightstand was blank, and cat eared headphones rested on the keyboard.
“Ryn, what is this…?” But realization clicked in her eyes, realization that quickly shifted into a hodgepodge of dismay and fury. She brushed past them, that wicked hand of hers grazing their back, but Ryn resolutely forced her back and shut the door.
“Come on. You don’t need to see this.”
Her hand contracted painfully around their forearm. “She’s my sister, Ryn,” she hissed through tight lips. “I think I’m fucking entitled to answers.”
“Don’t. Let me explain, but not here.”
Shae eased her grip but remained rooted in place. “I think I need a drink...”
“You sure that’s a good idea right now?”
“Ryn, I just found out my sister makes nudie videos. Can’t a girl have a vodka tonic or two?”
They zoomed in on the coaster on Shanice’s desk, the silhouette of a pair of cat ears slumped over a shot glass. “Wanna kill two birds with one stone?”
“I can’t go there right now, Ryn. It would break my heart.”
“I know a place,” they said, touching her elbow. ‘Come on, and keep it together for Bessie.’
‘Fuck Bessie,’ she said, but complied.
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True to their word, Ryn took Shae to a little bar not too far from their apartment. It was small and packed on most days but Sundays. Ryn liked coming here when they needed a change in perspective, but didn’t make a habit of it. 
The bar was borderline old fashioned, something their father would have appreciated. Brown was the first word that came to mind. Brown walls, chairs, and tables, with lighter hues here and there. Very drab at the height of day, but at night, with the lights dimmed, it all looked the same.
“You still want that tonic,” they said, leading Shae to a quiet booth. “I can get it for you—my treat.”
“Two,” she said, slumping into her seat. Rings that weren’t there before framed her eyes, turning Shae into a wraith-like figure beyond her thirty something years.
“Why don’t we get you started on something? One glass, and we’ll see where you’re at after.”
“Two,” she repeated, holding up shaky fingers. “I know what I want, just like Shanice…”         
“Right, right. Wait here.” They got her the vodka tonics, and for themself, a non-alcoholic ginger beer. Someone had to ensure the detective got home in one piece.
She damn near drained the first glass in one go. “My little sister is a sex worker…how am I going to explain that to her daddy?”
“I know it may not be the kind of life you envisioned for your sister—”
“Half. She’s technically my half-sister. Same dad, different mom.”
“But she’s still your little sister. There’s no half in or out.”
“I just find it hard to be close to her, especially after this.”
Ryn grit their teeth. This wasn’t their fight, and Shae wasn’t off the hook for lying. “Don’t be shitty, Shae. Do you want to find her, or not?”
“Obviously. I’ll drag her home screaming, if I have to.”
“See, I gotta stop you there. It’s one thing if she was taken, but it sounds like she went willingly.”
“And just what does that mean?”
“If I find her, I’m under no obligation to tell you shit. That’s for her to decide.”
There was a long pause as Shae worked it over in her mind. Then, “You were never going to help me.”
Was she for real? “I’m here, aren’t I? Look, if I get an inkling that she’s being held against her will, I’ll tell you. But she’s an adult, Shae. She’s old enough to decide her fate, and it looks like she’s been doing this for a while.”
“She’s a child,” Shae said, having cleaned the first glass. She eyed the second, but didn’t immediately reach for it. “Shanice is too young to understand how this will affect her future.”
This was going nowhere. “Let’s talk about something other than Shanice.”
“What else is there?”
Ryn sipped at their drink, strong enough to burn their nostrils. The spicier the better, just how they liked it. “You can start by telling me about that grip of yours.” It was that or the Frontier of Tomorrow!, and Ryn assumed she was just as sick of that advert as they were.
“Oh, this?” She held up a hand and clenched it. “I got them on my thirty-first birthday.”
“Them? As in both hands?”
“I had a coupon,” she said, flexing both and performing impractical maneuvers with her fingers. “I’ve got eye augments too, same with my legs. All registered, of course.”
“Both, huh?” Ryn took an extended sip. “That’s good to know.”
“What about you? I bet you’ve at least got your eyes done. Not that I saw you in the register…”
“Must’ve slipped my mind.” They coughed, the spice getting to them. “I’m the same as you, minus the hands. My eyes are custom made.” They had more, but the specifics weren’t important.
“All that, just to become a private eye…” She emptied the glass in a matter of seconds. “Do you have a girlfriend, Ryn?”
“No, and I’m not looking.” They could do a lot worse than Shae, but she had too much going on—missing sister, possible daddy issues, and a gross amount of curiosity.
“Come on,” she said, eyes crinkling at the corners. “You aren’t as edgy, but you are stud material.”
“How are you drunk already?”
“I’m not drunk, Ryn. I only had two drinks.”
“Good, cause you’re at your limit.” Why couldn’t it have been Floyd Kincaid, instead? Now that was a lady who had class. She likely preferred cocktails—Long Island Ice Teas and Mai Tais, or Mint Juleps.
“You wanna know something funny, Ryn?” She licked the rim of her glass, as if expecting salt. 
“No, but you’re gonna tell me.”
She smiled at them over her glass. “Unlike pure, good-hearted Shanice, I was quite the troublemaker.”
“So like most cops, then.”
“Detective, Ryn.”
There was a quote about tigers not changing their stripes, but the exact wording escaped them at the moment. “Spill.”
“Long story short, I gave my dad grief growing up. He always put—” She burst out in laughter, and Ryn jerked in their seat. “Daddy put her on a fucking pedestal, just like her mom. I was the wild child who always got in fights or had sticky fingers. But then I grew up and wanted to atone by helping underprivileged youth.”
“That’s commendable. And I mean that sincerely.” Most cops were in it for the sense of control lacking in their own life. You saw it more in rehabilitation centers and prisons for the “irredeemable,” but Ryn kept their distance in most cases.
“Do you? Do you really?”
Ryn examined their glass, sighed, and swallowed down half the contents, ignoring the burning flash. “Remember, you’re still in uniform.”
“What, this?” She tugged on her vest. The bartender offered to cover their drinks when he saw Shae come in. “I can take it off.”
“You’re twenty minutes too late,” they said. And they figured it would keep her in check.
“Soft stud,” she said, lowering her head to the table.
“Nothing about me is ‘soft’. I’m all edges, like a cactus.”
Shae giggled, and Ryn knew then she was shamelessly drunk. “Come on,” they said, looping an arm around her shoulders. “Let’s get you home.”
“But you haven’t finished your drink.”
“Now, Shae. And try to have some decorum.”
‘Yes, my seven-card stud.’
“The hell are you talking about,” they grumbled, ignoring the not-so-subtle stares aimed their way. Ryn only relaxed once outside in the cool air, a block away from the bar. “Can you walk?”
“I think so,” she said, stubbornly clinging to their arm. “Can I go home with you?”
“No. I don’t do sleepovers.”
She sank in their arms, and Ryn scrambled to keep her upright. “I think I drank too much.”
“Two drinks, you fucking lightweight.” Then again, she gulped them all down… “Where do you live?”
“...send you the coordinates.”
A mini map appeared in Ryn’s vision, pinpointing Shae’s home address roughly thirty minutes away, close to a suburb. Getting there alone was no issue for Ryn, but they had the added weight of Shae to consider. “We’ll take the subway.”
Shae sagged comfortably in their arms for the duration of the ride, a bundle of warmth and incoherent ramblings. Were the circumstances different, they might have considered it cute. But Ryn used the colorful vest to remind themself that despite her vulnerable state, Shae was not to be taken lightly.
As she dozed off, hand twitching in Ryn’s lap, their arm ached from her grip, the ease with which she could shatter bone. Cybernetics were common enough these days that it didn’t surprise them, especially of a cop, but what else was she capable of?
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“Morning, Casler,” Piers half sang when Ryn came into work the following day. 
“I feel like shit,” they said, settling at their desk.
“Rough night, I take it?”
“Something like that.”
To put it bluntly, they were pissed—pissed at Shae’s deceptions and at themself for not confronting her earlier—but complaining got them nowhere.
“And things are going well with your new client?”
A displeased grunt was the most they could manage.
“That bad, huh?”
“I made a minor breakthrough, but now I’m in a rut.”
“Have you exhausted all your options?”
“Regretfully, no.” The image of that coaster came to mind, as did another key detail; a pink cord with a charging symbol on the side. They hadn’t thought about it at the time, but now…
It was a shot in the dark, but they had to cover their bases. ‘Shae, are you sober?’
‘I’m something,’ she said, with some delay. ‘Working, for example.’
‘Did you sleep well?’
‘What the fuck do you want, Ryn?’
Piers glanced up from his computer. “Having fun over there?”
“Little tickle in my throat,” they said, turning to chuckle in their shoulder. ‘It’s about your sister. We’ve got two potential leads.’
‘Don’t leave me hanging, stud.’ She dragged stud out in a teasing tone that left Ryn’s ears tingling, and their throat itchy.
“Ryn?”
“Sorry, I’m still waking up,” they said, sucking in the laughter. Stud. Of all things to remember, it had to be that. “I’m going to step outside for a bit and clear my head.”
“Wear a mask!”
Ryn leaned back in their seat, the scene before them falling apart and briefly shrouded in darkness. Back in their apartment, at the cherry wood desk in their small home office. Or what they generously called an office, anyway.
Their office took up a corner of their living room and had a faux window screen to give the illusion of a sunny view. Burroughs programmed it to change with the seasons. In winter, it turned the landscape into a swirling mass of snow and smirking snowmen.
It wasn’t unusual for Ryn to pop in and out of the VR office for a quick snack, fuck, or a little parkour down the block. And so they almost always plugged in completely clothed, or at least wearing a pair of pants.
They tugged on a shirt hanging from their closet door and grabbed a mask as an afterthought, one that clicked seamlessly to their face as they stepped out of their home.
Pedestrians crowded the narrow streets, hurrying to work and other obligations. Ryn blended in well with the crowd; most of the residents this side of the city were of similar color and status, the occasional white head passing through.
‘Would you say Shanice was more of an introvert or extrovert?’
‘She’s always been pretty outgoing, I guess. Has to be, if she’s doing all…this. What does that have to do with anything?’ 
‘It’s not as simple as you’d think, Shae. And I ask because introverts burn out faster than extros. They benefit from a little pep.’
‘Are you accusing my baby sister of being an addict?’
Ryn checked their nails and frowned at the grime caught under their thumbnail. ‘Not quite. But it’s a slang people use—a social battery—runs out and leaves you tired and irritable. You can revitalize your energy with an app.’ They picked the dirt out from their nail.
A social battery. They liked the use of a battery rather than the spoon theory. Ryn felt very…off about measuring their energy levels with utensils. They were more of a spork person, anyway.
‘I think I heard her mention something like that, yeah. But why do you know about it?’
‘You know why. You saw me that night, remember?’ Sex work was like any other job; exhausting and you often got fucked by both clients and management. Some held up better than others, but Ryn knew a few girls who couldn’t make it through the night without juicing.
‘Ugh…you don’t actually…Ryn…’
‘Don’t be shitty, Shae. Last warning.’
‘Sorry. But I could see Shanice doing something like that, but for school. She always stressed herself out over her grades and coursework. College can be rough, even if you go in prepared.’ 
‘Yeah. And the cord matched the coaster I found. It’s safe to say there’s a connection.’
‘Let’s check it out, then! I’m at work now, but maybe tonight?’
‘Sure. I’ll do a bit of recon and catch up with you later. Tschüss.’
Recon turned out to be more awkward negotiations with the Zebra woman. She didn’t seem too happy to hear from Ryn. They’d gotten used to people getting cagey around them early on in the job. It came with the territory.
They met up with her in a virtual cafe, her avatar a humanoid zebra in a summer dress and flats. She nursed a glass of sparkling pink liqueur, batting heavy lashes at Ryn.
Ryn, who came in their standard work fit, silently gulped as they joined her at the bar.
She glanced at them and took a sip. “Are you a cop?”
“Private investigator.” They ordered a peach lemonade for themself but didn’t touch it. “I’m working with the police to find your friend. Her family’s worried sick about her.”
“Fine. What do you need to know?”
“First off, what’s your name? Or do you have a nickname I can call you?” She went by “Woah Nellie” online, which Ryn related to her body mods.
“Nellie. Make it quick, please. I’m a busy woman.”
She was. They checked her schedule this morning. “We went by Shanice’s apartment over the weekend and found it abandoned.”
“Abandoned?”
“It looks purposeful. Do you know if she had any trouble with stalkers?”
“What girl doesn’t?” She grimaced at her drink and set it down. “I’ve had to move several times after getting doxxed and approached by pervs. Shan is lucky. She gets a few creeps, but none have found her offline.”
“If what you’ say is true, I can rule out kidnapping.”
“God, I hope so.”
“Actually, and I seem to be alone in this, but I believe she ran off to get alterations.”
Nellie narrowed her eyes. “You mean body mods?”
“Something like you have, but more…feline in appearance.”
“Mm, Shan does love cats. She always said if she had to go hybrid, that’s the animal she’d go with. A little lost kitten.”
“Makes sense.” They made a silent inquiry to Burroughs to follow up.
“That all?”
“One last thing…” Ryn sent her a picture of the coaster and cord they found in Shanice’s apartment. “Do you recognize these?”
Nellie smiled. “Whisker Alley. A friend of mine worked there until she earned her ears.”
“Earned…?”
“The owner of the club picks favorites. I may have…suggested it to Shan.”
“And the owner’s name?”
She sipped on her drink, eyes demurely lowered. A moment later, a private message appeared in their inbox. A first name, no surname. Nellie winked and said, “You didn’t hear it from me,” before logging out, drink and all.
[image: image-placeholder]“Whisker Alley?” Shae was doing a good job of not rolling her eyes, but that tone of hers could use some work. “A little on the nose, isn’t it?” She swirled her spoon in the bowl of chili she ordered, bits of corn, cheese, and rice in the mix.
Ryn similarly pushed the food around on their plate. More steak, when what they really wanted was ramen.
“What’s wrong? Is it not good?”
“The food’s not the problem,” they said. There were a few purists who decried the use and consumption of lab grown meat, but how else would one be able to dine on real brontosaurus? Ryn sighed and pushed the plate away. “But feel free to do me a solid and cut it.”
And, to Ryn’s surprise, she did. “It’s going to get cold soon if you don’t eat it,” Shae said, neatly slicing the meat in symmetrical strips. She slid the plate back, and Ryn speared a piece with a cube of potato.
“My source assured me that a certain someone in the club can assist us. She might even point us in the right direction.”
“You don’t sound so confident.”
“I said she can help, but I never said how.” Just a clue was all they needed, something tangible to lean on. “And Shae, do me a favor…”
“What?”
“Try to stay sober and don’t come in uniform.”
“Oh, for the love of—I only had two drinks!”
They shoved another forkful of meat and potatoes into their mouth. “You were drunk. I had to physically carry you to your apartment.”
“You did all that?” Shae glanced at her hands. “Maybe you really are a seven-card stud.” 
The two briefly parted ways to gear up for the night and reconvened two blocks away from the main attraction. While she didn’t quite look like a cop at the moment—cargo pants, a shirt that rode up high enough to expose her flat stomach, and combat boots—Shae’s body language was anything but relaxed.
“Ease up,” Ryn said, stuffing their hands into the pockets of a well-worn hoodie, the sleeves rolled up to show off toned arms. They wore a snapback cap and designer jeans well out of fashion these days. As far as club wear went, it was very underwhelming and forgettable. 
“You’re wearing that?”
They made a point of sizing her up. “I look like I just wanna have a night out, maybe get some drinks with the boys.” Ryn tapped the heel of their books on the ground. “You look like you’re cruising for a fight.”
“I’m ready for anything, Ryn.”
“Whatever. Let’s arrive at different times. You’re cramping my style.”
This was perhaps the longest amount of time they’d spent with a woman in years, not counting the fleeting moments with sex workers. And they would be happy to be done with it.
Her footsteps gradually winked out of existence as Ryn allowed their legs to carry them down side alleys and crosswalks, coming to a slow at the—“Fuck.”—mile long line that wrapped around a block.
“How is it this packed already,” Shae said, a little too close for comfort.
Ryn bounced on their feet. “See the big guy up front?” The scent of vanilla tickled their nose as Shae leaned on their shoulder.
“The bouncer is huge…”
And he waved people off in groups of fives and tens.
“It’s the chrome,” they said. “The good, heavy stuff.”
“Why, when there’s better tech out? I can’t imagine he can move around in that thing. Comfortably, ya know?”
“Just because you couldn’t doesn’t mean he can’t.”
Nails bit into Ryn’s shoulder as Shae whispered in their ear. “I think he’s all chrome—gods he’s massive—once the firmware runs out, he—“
“I don’t want to think about it.” It happened not so long ago to blind patients who lost the support of their bionic eyes. The company simply went out of business, leaving the people who relied on them to fend for themselves. Ryn shivered now at the idea, of being rendered “obsolete”.
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Catnip


“Hold up, shortstop,” the bouncer said, turning his infrared eyes on Shae. He looked like a giant anthropomorphic bunny, to put it politely. Over eight feet tall, in bulky chrome heavier than an old junk car. His little rabbit ears were smaller than Ryn’s fist. 
“What do you mean ‘hold up’? And watch where you’re shining those things!”
He blinked, and the light dimmed. “No cops.”
“I’m off duty,” she hissed, while the crowd behind her leaned in to listen.
“Ease up,” Ryn said, when an elbow pressed atop their head. The arrogance of tall people! They jostled it away and jerked their own elbow into the intruder’s gut, prompting a low groan.
“Doesn’t matter,” the bouncer said. “No cops in the bar, owner’s rule.”
“What do you do when things get violent?”
He chuckled, low and dry, his eyes glowing a deep red. “Your friend’s free to come in.”
“Aight,” they said, and stepped around Shae.
“Hold it,” she said, seizing them by the back of their jacket. “We go in together or not at all.”
But Ryn was already doing the secret handshake with the bouncer, his massive paw artfully tapping and gesturing with their delicate flesh. “Thanks bruh,” they said, the ritual complete.
“Anytime, meatbag.”
“Now, hold on!”
“Uh uh uh,” he said, shifting an inch to the side.
‘I won’t be too long.’
‘What am I supposed to do until then?’
‘Just wait for me, will ya?’ Ryn cut the connection before she could file another complaint; they needed to think, and Shae would only hold them back. The club itself was trying Ryn’s patience, and they’d barely set foot in it.
Hyperpop blasted from the speakers, and pink and purple lights flashed through the dark and crowded room. Ryn darted around sweaty and gyrating bodies to the bar counter. The android behind it lifted hir head in acknowledgement. 
Zie had a more refined set of chrome, sleek, slender, and not stained a dull brown, but vivid cerulean. “How may I assist you?”
“I’m looking for someone,” they said.
“Aren’t we all?” Zie laughed, the sound of dozens of tiny crystals clinking together in the wind. “If you provide a name or description, I may be able to assist.” Hir eyes, crimson orbs in that smooth, immaculate face, flashed. “I have a photographic memory.”
Photographic memory, eh? “Do you know a Shanice Simmons?”
Hir eyes flashed, two pulsating question marks. “I’m not at liberty to say.”
“Does she work here?”
“I’m not at liberty to say.”
Ryn showed hir a picture, but the results remained the same. “Fine,” they said, massaging the back of their shaved head. “Do you know a Brendalyne?”
When hir eyes flashed again, it was with exclamation marks. “She’s one of the founding members.”
“And where is she?”
The android pointed behind Ryn, at the VIP section. And just like that, their hopes were dashed.
“Is that all?”
“I’d like a drink, please. Velvet Sunrise.”
“Very well.” Zie presented Ryn with a pink drink highlighted by purple streaks. It glowed in the low light and hummed in their hands. “Is that all?”
Ryn waved hir off. “I’m good, thanks.” The question now was how to proceed? They were never great at popularity contests, and were neither white nor stunningly attractive, like the people being waved in now. Or fitted with cat ears and matching tails, what Doctor Ames insisted were “all the rage” these days. 
They firmly turned down that offer and the goat eyes design, in favor of blending in with the general populace, but it was really biting them in the ass now. For once, they almost wished Shae was with them. But what could she do that they couldn’t?
Drink in hand, and spirits artificially high, Ryn braved the crowd once more. They had a name and location. That was good. Now, how did they get back there?
Ryn edged as close as possible to the VIP section and nodded at the smartly dressed man guarding it. He didn’t nod back, only pulled his upper lip in a sneer and glared at them behind his sunglasses.
“What does a guy have to do to get back there,” they said, putting on their best smile.
“Fuck off,” he said. 
“Come on, humor me for a second.”
He folded his arms and rose to his full height, a hulking giant to Ryn’s smaller but not short figure. “If you have to ask, you can’t get in. Only a select few are allowed in, ya dig?”
“I figured it was worth a shot.” They raised their voice over the sudden shift from pop to Neo Cleveland’s special blend of disco and rap. “I have to talk to someone. You know who.”
“I don’t,” he said, voice lowered in a rumbling growl. He inched in Ryn’s direction. “Now beat it, kid.”
Kid? Ryn’s eye twitched. They hadn’t been called that in years, and were well into their thirties. Granted, the adage of “black don’t crack” afforded them the youthful glow of a young twenty something, but still.
“Keith,” a third voice said, one clear, highly feminine, and authoritative. “Can you keep it down? I can barely hear myself think in here…”
The bouncer, now outed as a “Keith,” scrambled to apologize while Ryn swiftly activated the tiny implants in their ears. The rapper’s flow slowed to a crawl, and the instrumentals dimmed to a low buzz. They fixated on that alluring voice and traced it back to the heat pattern just behind the wall.
“—rowdy club hopper,” Keith’s now tinny voice said. “They’ll be leaving now.” The veins in his neck stood out as he turned to face them. “I’ll only say it once—”
“Revy,” they said. “I came to see Brendalyne.”
“How do you know that name,” he hissed.
“Stand down, Keith.” Brendalyne drifted into view, and if they hadn’t noticed the odd flickering beforehand, would’ve given the facade away. “Where do I know you from?”
Covered in dense black fur and wearing nothing more than shorts and a crop top was Brendalyne. Her long, black tail darted idly from side to side as she drank Ryn in with golden eyes.
“I’d like to discuss that privately,” they said, stepping as far as Keith’s bulk would allow. “I’ll make it worth your time.”
Stepping into the VIP section, even after Ryn dropped the sound restrictions, disoriented them entirely. The soft buzz of 21st century jazz and stifled moans greeted them. No flashing lights, either, only the gentle glow of periwinkle lamps guarding the corners of the room. Cozy couches lined one wall, and a stripper pole took center stage.
Ryn glanced at the dancer, a curvy figure naked but for her thong and the soft brown fur that coated her back and arms. Like Brendalyne, she also had cat ears and a tail, but her feline features were overall less severe. She could easily pass for human—clothed and ears covered.
“Would you like a drink,” Brendalyne purred into their ear. “This one looks watered down…” She dipped a fingertip into their glass, the nail curved and sharp, like a feline’s. Her other hand snaked around Ryn’s waist and brushed against the front of their pants.
“This will do just fine,” they said, firmly pushing her hand away from their crotch. Any other night, maybe. But they were here for work, not pleasure. “Is there a separate room we can go to?” Their eyes flickered to the far corner, where a door artfully blended with the wall.
“I don’t know,” she said, pouting a little. “How do I know I can trust you?”
“There’s twelve other people here,” they said, voice lowered to a whisper. Not that it mattered; of the twelve, only one was blatantly human, and he and he had his hands full. “I want to be free of distractions.”
Brendalyne’s ears twitched, as did those of the others. “I only reserve one-on-one sessions with special parties. But if you aren’t interested in…” Her eyes drifted to a circle of people pleasuring each other. Ryn made a point to avoid looking at anyone but her. “A little cat play, keep it short.” She pushed them onto a couch and threw a leg into their lap. “Pet me,” she commanded.
“I’m looking for a girl. Young college student who goes by ShanShan on the net,” they said, petting her as requested. Her fur was really soft, like a cat…it was rather soothing. “She’s a cam girl right now, but I have reason to suspect she wants to explore beyond that.”
“Never heard of her,” she said, raising her leg to rest it behind Ryn’s head. “Pet me,” she demanded.
Ryn curiously poked at the fabric of her shorts. A sly slit revealed itself, and they caught a glimpse of the delicate skin beneath, conveniently bereft of hair and glistening. They carefully ran a finger along the edges of her fur, and Brendalyne trembled beneath them, shifting to provide Ryn with better access. But they contented themselves to play with the texture of her natural hair, occasionally brushing against her soft skin.
“Are you sure,” they said, fingers caressing her lips. By their guess, Brendalyne could easily take three, maybe even four fingers, and more.
“We don’t do names here.” She shamelessly groped her breasts, urging them on. “Don’t be shy—” Her head rocked back as Ryn rolled that little pleasure button around their fingers. “Careful,” she gasped, and wiggled as Ryn inserted two fingers. It really was that easy.
The mood in the room relaxed as Ryn played along with this little game, but they weren’t quite willing to go that far. Public sex just wasn’t their thing.
“Please, just tell me what I need to know,” they said. Three fingers, nothing extra. Brendalyne was like putty in their hand.
“New girl. She was shopping for ears and—”
Ryn paused and felt her clench around their fingers. “She wanted to be a cat girl?”
“Yeah. Cam girl wanted to go big time. But it’s expensive, ya know?”
“Who’s the doc?”
She turned her head. “I can’t give you a name, but he’s underground.” That was all Ryn needed to know.
“Good girl,” they said, and finished her off. “I needed a checkup, anyway.”
“What? Hey, don’t you want to get off?” She nodded at the tent in Ryn’s pants. “I know I can go another round.”
“I’ll handle it,” they said, grimacing. The offer was tempting and she would’ve swallowed them whole, but Ryn had an appointment to make.
[image: image-placeholder]“How was it,” Shae said, when Ryn left the jamming club behind.
“Loud,” they said. Ryn had a major problem, but the hoodie was long enough to cover it. Performance anxiety stopped them from taking care of it in the bathroom, but they scrubbed their hands clean, and tucked the damn thing into the waistband of their pants.
Some days, they really regretted the upgrade; it got hard at random intervals, particularly after fooling around in VR or waking up. Everyone said it calmed down after the first six months, but the unfortunate few, like Ryn, could take as long as two years to adjust.
She lightly jabbed them on the shoulder. “You know what I mean. Did you get the info?”
“That’s what I wanted to ask you about. How much do you know about Shanice’s private life?”
“Not enough, apparently.” She laughed, a bitter thing. “What did she do this time?”
Ryn jerked a thumb behind them. “Do I need to remind you of what goes down in Whisker Alley?”
“Goddamn it, Shan.” She took off down the street, sparse now that hopeful club hoppers either gave up and left or were fortunate to make it inside. “Are you telling me she wants to be a fucking cat, too? It’s not enough that she has to give it away for free online?”
“I assume she’s getting paid, but yes.” They fell in stride with her, enjoying the cool air and redistribution of blood flow. “People love hybrids. They love cats.”
“It’s going too far, Ryn. She can be one or the other, but a furry cam girl? I would be the laughingstock of the precinct!” Shae crouched in an alley—a woman on edge—and one slip away from sitting on molding synthetic cheese. “This isn’t how she was raised. And daddy…his heart’s going to be broken.”
They glanced around before patting her shoulder. “There, there…”
“Don’t fucking touch me,” she snapped. “Why don’t you do what I hired you for and find my baby sister?”
“I’m on the trail. My next step is to poke around the clinics and see if she’s gotten body work.”
“Body work…” She shifted, and for a dangerous second, came close to plopping down on the cheese. But Shae righted herself at the last moment and hopped onto her feet. “Do you have a name? This will go faster with just the two of us.”
“I have a lead who could point me in the right direction, but we’re looking for someone underground, who works with those on a budget. A man,” they added.
“Underground…I’ll look into it tomorrow. And Ryn?”
“Yeah?”
She gave them a light jab on the hip, narrowly missing their happy spot. Something about the implied danger and her rippling anger just made it harder. “Are you getting off on this?”
“It was from the cat girl,” they hissed, turning away from her deadly southpaw. “I didn’t enjoy it, if that makes you happy.”
“Great, my PI is a cat fucker.” At least she was smiling, which was an improvement. “Go home and take care of that.”
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Not Quite Underground


“Time for a check up already, Ryn?” 
The good doctor, Ames, smiled at them with the endearing charm of a grandparent. Maybe that’s why they trusted him, of all people, to tinker at their insides and delicate bits. They’d never known their own grandfather, blood or otherwise. All Ryn had was the scant memory of a now deceased grandmother, who could’ve easily been the mother of either adoptive parents.
Like many adopted children, Ryn expressed some desire to meet their birth parents. Not to ask why; their parents provided ample care and love. They merely wanted to know where they came from, genetically. What conditions to expect that the tests couldn’t detect, such as family history. Autism was an easy flag for Ryn, one that came as a small child. Other curiosities they sought and confirmed as an adult.
Ryn declined the offer to hang up their coat and sank onto the hard couch in Ames’ office. It was designed to get people in and out, which they respected.
“I’m not here for a tuneup, doc.”
His smile widened, and the furry goat ears on his head perked up. “Are you finally ready to make the switch, then?”
“No, I’m not here for that, either.” Ames was a good man and surgeon, but he wouldn’t let up on the ears. “It’s not a good look for me, man.”
“I respectfully disagree, but Ryn…it’s not like you to make social calls, either.”
“Ah, you got me. I’m actually here on behalf of a friend.”
“Unfortunately, I’m closed to new clients at the moment, otherwise I’d happily perform a consultation.”
“You’re getting ahead of yourself again, doc. I was hoping you could refer me to someone?”
Ames wrinkled his brow. “I may know a few people. Is this friend of yours strapped for cash? Or is expense not an issue?” His ears twitched from side to side, weighing his options.
“She’s a college student, and not one that comes from money.”
He blew a raspberry. “I can think of two or three doctors that may be in her range. Assuming you mean she wants…” His ears performed a playful dance.
“Yes. She may be interested in a few augments, but cat mods are high on the list.”
“Aha,” he said, rubbing his chin. “Quite a few names come to mind, some…less savory than others.”
“Care to provide a list? I can perform some background checks of my own.”
“Ryn, as a professional, and someone who cares about you…” He sighed and lowered his hand. “There’s an unspoken agreement between me and my more esteemed colleagues—”
“No offense, Ames, but aren’t you only licensed to operate on cattle?”
“Particularly goats and sheep, but I’ve been known to dabble in Equidae.”
“I’m sure your more esteemed colleagues disapprove of horse doctors, too.”
Ames bowed his head, the game up. “Yes, but I studied human anatomy before switching majors. It’s something of a special interest to me, much as my affection for God’s lesser creatures. There are some doctors who are only doctors by name.” He tugged on his collar and raised his head high, ears tucked back. “More like butchers, out for a quick buck! They prey on the poor and needy, and give the rest of us a bad rep!”
“Geeze, Ames. I’m not trying to kill the girl. I just need someone in an affordable range.”
“Oh! Haha!” He playfully bopped himself on the head. “Apologies, Ryn. I got a little overzealous.”
“I know you take your job seriously, and would never amplify a conman. You know I’d send her to you, if I could.”
His expression turned serene, and Ryn braced themselves for the eventual alert. Ames had an easy tell, and he sighed just as the blinking message slid onto their home screen.
Ryn greedily opened and skimmed through the list. Some of these doctors they knew and previously did consultations with. But some of these…
“This looks good, Ames. I’ll check them out myself before passing them on.”
“You’re such a good friend, Ryn,” he said, smiling at the rhyme. He and Piers were like two peas in a pod.
“I’m just doing my job.” They made a mental note to send him a Christmas card this year. Or had Burroughs do it for them, rather.
[image: image-placeholder]Doctor Ames was just one of many stops for Ryn. 
“Piers.” They rated voice calls slightly higher than video with in-person chats at the very bottom, but it couldn’t be helped right now. The excess noise of pedestrians coming and going, punctuated by the occasional horn or bell, worsened the stimuli.
Ryn adjusted the surrounding sound to a low buzz, leaving their colleague to deal with the racket.
“Yello,” he said on the other end.
They paused at an intersection. Efficiency cars lined one end, bikes, including those big enough to tote a family of four, rushed by on the other.
“You remember that case you had, about the catfishing cat girl?”
“Ugh, don’t remind me.” The shudder of his voice leapt from Ryn’s ear to their own shoulders. The two weren’t connected in that way, but the Implant made it possible to share sensations; emotion was one of the bigger ones, used by couples. At this very second, they saw it equally efficient for enemies.
“Don’t get bent out of shape, Piers.” They crossed the street, eying the row of cars and bikes. “I’m looking for someone; a doctor who specializes in feline hybrids.”
He groaned. “Please don’t remind me. It was very trying.”
The client was a love-struck feline with an extensive polycule of sixteen people. He’d come at the urging of his partners and metamours about the imposter in their midst—a cute cat girl who supposedly wore clever fake ears and glued on synthetic fur.
It was a mess.
“Well?”
“I have the name of a doctor I can give you. He’s not underground, as Charlie and his partners wanted nothing but the best for the new girl, but I’m sure he has plenty of complaints.”
“Thanks, man.”
“Anytime. And Ryn?” He hissed, and Ryn had an image of Piers swiping through the air, fingers curled like claws. “By the time you see them, it’s already too late!”
They hung up on him and scanned the newest addition to the list. So far they had: Clements, Kristofferson, Lancaster, Owens, Yang, and Zakharov. 
Unfortunately, the doctors weren’t lined up in a neat row of offices, but scattered around the city. Would’ve been nice to have Shae split the workload.
Ryn paused in a side alley to do some stretches, focusing on the trouble areas in their ankles. And then they were off, a speedy blur in a slow paced world, pausing only to catch the rail.
First up was Clements, a sketchy little guy with cybernetic chicken legs. Ryn mentally sighed, the first of many today. Dead end, for obvious reasons, but he name dropped Lancaster for being particularly “freaky,” where felines were concerned.
Lancaster, a middle-aged man with neatly trimmed red hair and goatee, bristled when Ryn was buzzed into his office, hand not-so-subtly creeping for the alarm under his desk. Off to a good start already, and yes, his secretary and the many pictures plastered in the lobby and his office were of curvaceous cat girls.
Another sigh weighed heavily on Ryn’s mind as they adapted a genial smile. “Doctor Lancaster, I’ve heard nothing but good things.”
“Who sent you,” he said, eyes narrowed. “I cater to specific clientele—”
“Does the name Brendalyne ring a bell? Brendalyne of Whisker Alley?”
His brow softened, and lips puckered into a small “oh”. “I’m familiar with the establishment, yes.” Lancaster straightened up and placed his hands on the desk. For a cat fiend, he lacked any visible parts himself. “I can’t discuss the personal affairs of my clients, as I’m sure you understand.”
“Naturally. I only bring her up because she referred me here. I was curious about your other clients.”
“Again, I cannot divulge such information. Privacy starts the second they cross the threshold.”
“Really, now? Even if money hasn’t changed hands?”
“Discretion is my top priority,” he said. “Unless you have a warrant, I’m afraid I have nothing else to say.”
Ryn chuckled. “I’m not a cop, doc. Just a potential customer. What’s your process like?” They nudged Burroughs, and the AI flickered in their vision.
‘Running a basic background check now.’
‘See if he has any warrants or criminal history.’
His expression remained doubtful, but Lancaster slightly relaxed. “My process? You mean consultation and ensuing services?”
Ryn tapped a spot near their ear. “I’ve been considering a change myself. I have a doctor for my augments and cybernetics, and while he offers some services by way of furry accessories—”
“They aren’t just ‘accessories,’” he snapped. “These are specially crafted, no, lab grown bodily parts, that perform as intended for their native creatures.”
“Forgive me, I misspoke.” Ryn’s lips curved into a smile. “But not all pieces operate as desired, correct? I remember when hybrids were first conceived. It used to be you had to see a doctor at a publicly funded hospital, where the doctors were vetted by the state board. Nowadays, anyone can start a firm and claim they’re a specialist.”
It started with cats and dogs, naturally; two of the cutest household animals. Now, instead of relying on filters to spice up your pictures or adorn your holo-feed, you could get your own pair of furry little dog ears! Except the early versions did fuck all but dangle freely from your head, occasionally twitching of their own accord, but never the way you desired.
And then there were issues with infections, rejected implants and grafts, and rotting lumps of flesh. State funded hospitals weren’t immune to these issues, but private firms were hit hardest, some often compared to the back alley doctors of a pre-Roe vs Wade.
Lancaster’s jaw was so tight it looked fit to pop right off. “I hope you aren’t implying that I’m a quack.”
“Of course not, but it makes me wonder…”
He slapped his palms on the table and rose to his feet. “Who are you, and who sent you?”
“No one sent me. Like I said, I heard of you from Brendalyne, and just wanted to see what you’re all about.”
“Tracey,” he yelled, not moving or relaxing the scowl on his face.
His secretary scrambled in seconds later, a pretty woman with the features of an orange Maine Coon. Whether a result of dense fur or her natural weight, it was hard to say, but she looked quite large—pleasantly plump and soft. Her skirt and blazer were a little tight on her, but Ryn reasoned it was difficult finding clothes that accommodated her feline features.
“Yes, doctor Lancaster?”
“Forgive me,” he said, placing a hand on her back. “I just want to demonstrate to our guest the work I’ve done for you over the years.”
She shivered as he petted her shoulders. “Within reason, sir.” Her tail twitched nervously at her ankles, timidly wrapping around one as Lancaster fondled her ears.
“As you can see, Tracey’s ears, tail, and even her whiskers have a natural rhythm, responding both to directly and internal stimuli.” Tracey mewled and cringed when he pinched the back of her neck, revealing the loose scruff. “Show them your paws, my dear.”
“That won’t be necessary,” Ryn said, but Tracey flashed her palms and the leathery skin. Not quite “toe beans,” but close enough.
“Is that all sir,” she said, ears drooping and tail shyly curved along her leg.
“Yes, run along now.”
“You didn’t have to do all that,” they said.
“Evidently I did.” He sat down, looking quite stern but pleased with himself. “Now, can you really doubt my handiwork?”
“Not at all, but if I were to consult you—”
“All that information can be found online, as I’m sure you know.”
“Understandable, but I was hoping to talk to someone, not a machine.”
Lancaster leaned back and crossed his legs. “Even if you wanted to, I’m all backed up. Cat ears are all the rage these days.”
“Yes, so I’ve been told.”
“I offer a sliding scale based on income, with full body work being reasonably priced on the higher end.”
“Would I be able to pay periodically? Hypothetically speaking, I mean.”
He eyed them, lingering on the coat Ryn had bought a few years ago. It was their causal streetwear and looked shabbier around the edges. “I offer installment plans, yes. As low as six months, to twenty-four months with interest. But if you want something as simple as cat ears and a tail—which I offer at a discounted bundle—the total fee comes out to around $4500.”
“$4500? That’s a bit steep, isn’t it?”
“It’s a fair amount for the work that needs to be done. Graphing fully functional ears and tail is a delicate art.”
“Alright, I’m gonna keep it real with you, doc.” Ryn sighed and painted on the picture of a stressed sibling, pulled at their limit. “I’m here on behalf of my little sister. She wants to fit in with her peers—you know how it is—and while I would be happy to foot the bill, independence is very important to girls her age.”
He relaxed further into his seat, a smile creeping onto his face. “Oh, why didn’t you say so before? I’m assuming she’s a high school senior or college freshman?”
“Sophomore in college, actually. I’d rather she focus on her education, but she’s taken a part-time job. Her mind’s made up on this one.”
Lancaster stroked his goatee. “I’d be willing to go as low as $3000, and not a penny more.”
“That’s…that’s really generous of you, thank you!” Internally, Ryn rolled their eyes at the offer. One minute he was aching to throw them out, the next he was rummaging through their pockets for loose change. “I still plan on asking around, but I’ll keep you at the top of my list for now.”
He winked and shot a finger gun in their direction. “Sounds good, but again—”
“You’re booked solid, I know.”
“If she acts now, I can add your sister to my roster for next year. And who knows? Maybe I’ll have an opening before that, Mx…”
“Eaton,” they said. “Loren Eaton.”
***~
Ryn checked out the other leads to cover their bases, but two of the doctors were out of the office, and one sniffed them out almost immediately.
“Fuck,” they said, leaning against a small cafe downtown. “Shae, are you available this evening?”
She chimed in a second later, exhaustion hiding beneath her enthusiastic tone. “Sure. Got any good news?”
“I’ve got something, but I may need your help.”
“I’m taking a moment to destress at home, but do you wanna grab dinner?”
“Again?” They chuckled quietly to themself. “How bout I treat you this time?”
“I’m down. Just nothing too heavy, please.”
Ryn was sure they had two very different ideas of “heavy” food. For Ryn, that was one of the greasy fast-food chains around the corner, with a menu that had to be altered to accommodate laws in the EU and most of Asia. The overseas governments weren’t too keen on the rainbow burgers sold during Pride Month, apparently. 
Rainbow burgers, trans fries, all washed down with the sparkly unicorn shake…
No, Ryn’s idea of a heavy (and satisfying) meal was a big bowl of ramen. “I got you.”
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More Than A Feeling


“When you invited me to dinner, this wasn’t what I had in mind.” 
“How so?”
As someone who kept odd hours and was constantly on the go, Ryn favored quick and easy meals, and that often boiled down to instant ramen and take out. And this was the place to be.
Tetsuo’s Ramen was one of few places in the area that heavily relied on human workers, and even made the food right in front of you. Hearty slurping and soft chatter could be heard from all angles, and Ryn often joined in when they had a good bowl.
But every bowl was a good one, when Vik Tetsuo was in the kitchen.
Shae hunched her shoulders, voice dropping to a whisper. “I said I didn’t want anything heavy.”
“So order some soup or sushi.” Ryn snapped their wooden chopsticks free and tapped them against the counter. They switched it up every now and then, but Ryn chose the Buddha Bowl 99.5% of the time.
“Do you normally eat this?”
“Only on days that end in y,” they said, making room for the server to slide the bowl over.
“Hot hot hot,” zie said, setting down a platter of the requested ingredients. 
Shae leaned over the bowl and frowned. “Where’s the rest of it?”
“Here.” Ryn blew on the steaming bowl. The noodles sat in the broth, soon accompanied by a hard-boiled egg, seaweed, and thin strips of chicken. They whisked the lot together with their chopsticks, resisting the urge to slurp up a mouthful of noodles.
“What’s the point of all this? They didn’t finish making your food.”
“It’s fine, really.” They twirled a length of noodles around their chopsticks, catching a surprise chunk of lobster on one end. “I wanted it like this.”
“Why?”
Ryn tucked the food into their mouth. An explosion of flavor hit their tongue—seaweed, salt, a dash of vinegar, garlic… “Mmm…” They scooped up some of the broth with their spoon and held it out to Shae.
“You don’t seriously expect me to eat that, do you?”
“Just taste it.”
Shae held her hair back and tentatively lowered her mouth to the spoon. She sucked on it, nodding by the end. “Mm! It is good.” She licked her lips, eying their bowl with hungry eyes.
“Get your own,” they said, curling a protective hand around their bowl.
“Maybe not that, but tempura shrimp and miso sounds good.”
“It’s really fucking good.” On nights when they sought a light meal, that, or the equivalent, was their go to. 
“Can I get another sip,” she said, as the server put in her order.
“Only if you promise to share.”
“Until then—”
Ryn slurped loudly from their bowl. ‘Not now.’
“Why not,” she whispered. “Do you really think someone will overhear?”
They raised their eyebrows at the server flitting from table to table. “I can’t talk business with ramen emptying my sinuses.”
“Fine.” She huffed and contented herself with stealing spoonfuls from Ryn’s bowl, and they let her; there was more than enough broth to pass around, and they’d be full before the last drop was drained.
Ryn liked coming to this restaurant because it was crowded from open to close, and people were too preoccupied with their food to bother anyone else. It was also an excellent way to pick up loose gossip. They rarely came across anything worth following up, but it was fun. You got to learn the private moments of the regulars, at the very least.
The cheating spouses, the heartbroken dad who accidentally ran over his dog’s leg, the proud ex wife who left eggshells in the carton…little things like that.
A few eyes turned their way, and Ryn couldn’t fault them for making assumptions. Other than once or twice with Piers, Ryn always dined alone. Did they think Shae was their new beau?
Absolutely not, but they were free to think that.
“Oh wow,” Shae said, marveling at the size of her platter. “They really give you a lot.”
“And it’s worth every penny.” Ryn plucked a tempura roll from Shae’s plate and into their mouth.
“Go easy on me. I only have six of these.”
“Five now,” they said, taking an eel roll. “I’m having trouble with one doctor, but hope to catch the others later this week.”
Lancaster was the strongest link so far, and with Burroughs’ help, Ryn uncovered a history of legal trouble. Or crimes and allegations, to be more succinct.
“Wait, slow down—you got a lead?”
“I’ve had leads since that night at the club. You were just in your feelings.”
“I’m in a really hard spot right now. The whole thing with Shanice is just…” She shoved a cucumber and avocado roll into her mouth, but not without grazing the wasabi. Her face scrunched up, but she persevered. “Fucked. It’s fucked.”
“She’s an adult. And who knows, given enough time…”
“You don’t know that.” She gulped down her green tea and set the glass down with a dull clink. “She could be caught up in a sex cult, for all I know.”
“I didn’t ask before because I assumed it was on your radar, but have you tried tracking her through…” Ryn tapped their head.
“Tried, no dice. I think she disabled it. Or got someone else to.”
Clever girl. Ryn did the same the second they had access to the Implant. “Has she done anything like that before?”
“Yes…but only to go to concerts and shit, not run off to get body mods.”
“And you talked to all her friends?”
“Believe me when I say I raked them over the coals. No one’s giving her up, and from what I saw, no one knows. It was all online.” Shae fended them off with her chopsticks. “I doubt they know about her side gig, either.”
“Couldn’t hurt to ask.”
“No, Ryn. I can’t risk it.”
“So you wouldn’t do everything in your power to bring her home?” 
Shae pushed around an eel roll before pinching it with her chopsticks. “You said you had leads. Follow them.”
They drained the last of the broth and placed the empty bowl aside. “Look, Shae. You’re her sister. It’s natural for them to be hesitant around you. But me? I’m a nobody.”
She dropped the roll. “You’re determined, aren’t you? Fine. I’ll give you some names, but I really don’t think it’s worth it, Ryn.”
“You let me be the judge of that.” 
There had to be something, if she was so adamant about blocking them.
Ryn picked up the check, but Shae insisted on leaving the tip. Between the two of them, they spent over $60, making it a near even split.
“Hey, Ryn?” Shae followed them outside the bar, a shadow of her steadfast self. 
“I hope you aren’t planning on following me home. My bed isn’t big enough for two.” They were kidding, of course; Shae was many things, including pretty, but Ryn didn’t make a habit of sleeping with clients. The whole thing felt icky.
Shae trained her eyes on Ryn’s shoulder. She was a little too close for comfort, not quite touching them, but enough to make them shift in place. “That’s not quite what I had in mind, but I…”
“Don’t be shy now.”
But she fumbled, hands rubbing as if to stave off cold, her dark skin suddenly richer and full of luster.
“...Shae?” 
“Sorry, it’s late and I’m spacing out,” she rushed. “We should do this again sometime. Have dinner, and maybe go back to your—or my place?”
“I don’t do sleepovers or social calls,” they said, stepping around her. “Goodnight, Shae.”
“Goodnight, Ryn…”
[image: image-placeholder]A small, selfish part of them regretted not inviting Shae over. Ryn was no good at verbal comfort, but capable of all else. If she just needed a warm body for the night, they were there. All she had to do was ask. But what was this business about dinner?
Ryn was no stranger to relationships or dating. It just never sat right with them. From the time they were old enough to see their peers pairing off, they knew they were different. They had zero interest in romance, of cohabitation, of the tedious dance of courtship, when all they cared for was the final act.
For some people, that was framed around family: marriage, kids, pets, spacious homes and large, rowdy dinners. Nothing they wanted any part of, with the exception of pets.
But Ryn only had eyes for those private moments, of writhing bodies and lurid tongues—
“Uh, Mx. Casler?”
Ryn looked up. “Sorry, I was checking my notes. Continue, please.”
They’d rounded up a few of Shanice’s closest friends, more like loose acquaintances than anything. On that point, they could relate quite well. Most of them had little to offer, though the boy before them seemed promising.
“Right,” he said. “I haven’t seen Shanice since…gosh, I think it was a Thursday?”
“And what do you remember about that day? How was her mood?”
“I don’t know. Same as always, I guess? She was in a really good mood, I know that much.”
“That’s not normal for her, is it?”
He shook his head. “She’s a very private person. I don’t even know most of her socials.”
“You don’t? I thought you were good friends.”
The boy, Dewayne, uttered an abrupt laugh and rolled his shoulders. “Man, you know how it is.”
“‘Just’ a friend, eh?”
His full lips pursed into a severe line. “Just friends, ser.”
Ryn flexed their hand, taking in the small cafe. It was one of those local hangouts for university students, meaning almost everyone here was under twenty-five and looked it. With schooling being mostly online these days, eateries were one of the few places for youth to gather. In person, anyway…but Ryn had little patience for the VR spaces of the youth.
“Look, I don’t care about whatever beef you two had. I’m just trying to sort this out and bring her home. So if there’s anything you know and haven’t told the police, now is a good time.”
Dewayne rolled his eyes and sighed. “Did her sister put you up to this?”
“No. I was contacted by the officer officially in charge of the case. As I understand it, Officer Winters has been excused from this case—conflict of interest, and all that.”
“Alright,” he said, giving them the smallest of smiles. “I’ve never really talked to Shae—Officer Winters until recently, but damn, that woman—”
“Stay on task, please.”
“Sorry, she’s just…kind of a hardass, ya know? Came at me like I had something to do with Shanice’s disappearance.”
“But you didn’t, correct?”
“No, but I wouldn’t be surprised if someone took her.”
Ryn arched an eyebrow. No wonder Shae didn’t like him. “And why is that?”
He looked everywhere but at Ryn, one hand rubbing his neck. “Shanice was…she was something else, man. I don’t wanna like, put shame on her name, but um…” He fanned his mouth. “Can I tell you in private?”
Ryn touched the back of their own neck and tipped a finger towards their ear. “Would you rather do this virtually, or mentally?”
“Whichever is easier on you, but I got a reputation, and it already looks bad.”
“This is where you wanted to meet up, but I’ll send you a request.”
‘Bet!’ He peered around the room before continuing. ‘Now about Shanice…you didn’t hear this from me, but I heard she was out on the circuit.’
‘Please speak clearly, and with haste.’ The longer they sat here without speaking, the odder it looked.
‘One of my boys found her videos online.’ His eyebrows raised, lips twisted into a prominent smirk ‘You know what I mean. Lot of love, that one.’
‘And did you notice anything unusual?’
‘Not really, unless you mean the kitten shows.’
‘Kitten shows?’
‘The ones she did in VR. She has a cat avatar, used to put on all kinds of shows, sometimes with other girls—’
Ryn broke the connection. “I’ve heard enough for now, Wayne.”
“We good?”
“I can handle the rest from here.”
Kitten shows…Shae wasn’t going to like this.




11
[image: image-placeholder]
Cat Tales


Kitten shows. No way in hell were they going to waste Shae’s time with that. Ryn personally had their fill of cats to last them a lifetime, but it couldn’t be helped in this case. Though more and more it was looking like their original suspicions were correct; Shanice had gone off willingly and was hoping to transition to a life of tuna and catnip. 
But they couldn’t deny her methods were…off. Why wouldn’t she tell her own family of her plans? Was the intent to go no contact? Although, given Shae’s response, it was reasonable…her parents were the gray spot in this whole mess.
Ryn hadn’t ruled out contacting them, but disliked the idea of hitting Shae’s old man with the news—“Hello, I’m Ryn Casler, and I believe your golden child is sharing her naked body for all the web to see. Oh, and she may have been seduced by the furry cult!”
No, best to leave Shae to sort that out. Or trust Shanice to tell it on her own terms.
They put those thoughts away as they got comfortable in bed, hands nearly tucked behind their head. It was nearly the weekend now, and Ryn had roughly a week to hit their turnaround. 
“Burroughs,” they said, and the room around them fell away, wall by wall. Darkness followed, a dense solitude that turned Ryn’s stomach. They felt oddly claustrophobic, despite the open space around them.
And then a figure came into view, solid black but for the thin blue outline that framed its body.
“Good evening, Ryn,” came a dulcet tone. Burroughs curtsied. “How may I assist you this evening?’
Ryn brushed themself off and stood, their avatar towering over the slender figure.
“I’m just here to have a good time.”
Burroughs’ eyes flickered a dim green. “The pleasure houses, or the gaming center? I recall your love for Sex Chess.”
They smiled to themself, amused by the AI’s thinly veiled sarcasm. “Pleasure houses. Specifically strip joints.”
“As you wish,” it said, stepping aside to reveal a door. “I arranged for your usual—”
“I’m looking for something different, actually. Got any rooms with cat hybrids?”
“Yes,” came the delayed response. “Should I—”
“Don’t get too excited. It’s just a one-time thing.” They’d manually delete the search result from its memory later, as an extra precaution.
Ryn entered the corridor provided for them, blinking as it gradually opened up and brightened around them. Neon colors—shades of pink, purple, and blue—assailed their vision, followed by sultry music and silhouettes of gyrating bodies.
Signs from workers advertising their services slapped them in the face with enough force to send Ryn staggering. “Not interested,” they said, punching decline on each notification. Spam was especially relentless on this side of cyberspace. Burroughs was supposed to help mitigate that. “Please do your job.”
“Right away, ser.” The AI took up the semblance of a hawk and proceeded to bombard each alert before any touched Ryn.
Free to do as they pleased now, Ryn stepped into the area designated for the feline hybrids. Most of the people crowding the dancers presented as anything but human, and one user was just a bucket of fried chicken with muscular legs and no arms. It made them hungry…
They tore their eyes away from the sentient fried food, to one of the less crowded spots. A lone avatar danced for a group of five, though judging by the disinterested crowd and the uneven movements, this was clearly a beginner.
“Come again, y’all,” she said, stumbling and clinging to the pole for dear life. The text hovering over her head read Perry (she/her). “Hey…” She swung one leg into the air, almost touching her chin. Perry’s feline aesthetic mirrored that of a Bobtail, the only dash of color on her brown rump. She was a solid white otherwise. “You wanna see me shimmy?”
Ryn’s alias changed at will, and today it was an unpronounceable symbol, followed by the rarely used set of he/him. To Perry, they were a masc avatar wearing a smiley face emoji mask.
“I was wondering if we could get a room, actually.”
“With me?” Perry grinned and almost fell off the platform. “Whoops…still getting my sea legs!” She slapped herself on the bottom. “But yeah! I’d love that! Do you want a dance or something…” Her eyebrows wriggled. “More intimate?”
“I’ll pay you not to dance,” they said. “Not interested in sex either, sorry.”
But she happily linked her arm with theirs, and led Ryn to a private “room,” or instance. No one but the moderator in charge of this area would know what went on here, and only if the logs were requested at a later date.
Perry made herself at home in Ryn’s lap, arms looped around their shoulders. Already this was a better experience than with Brendalyne. “What do ya wanna know, stud?”
“How much are they paying you for this?”
“Huh?” She leaned back, pink nose wrinkled. “I don’t do this for the money…”
“Just for fun, then?”
“No…” Perry lowered one arm to her side. “My friend said it would be a great way to build my confidence. Newbies like me don’t get paid. It’s why they call them ‘kitten shows’.”
“I see…” Ryn patted her on the head, scratching those odd cat ears. “Do you have feline mods outside of this gig, too?”
“No way, Jose,” she chirped. “Sorry if you’re into…that, but I think it’s a waste, and a sign of low self-esteem. My other friend, Josie, gets that way a lot! Oh…” She bonked herself on the head and stuck out her tongue like an anime character. “My friends…and family, really, tell me I tend to ramble—”
“I don’t mind,” they said. As a PI, they loved people with loose tongues. “Speak your mind, as if we were old acquaintances.”
Perry nodded, a smirk forming on her feline features. “You’re the kinda guy who hires gals just to talk to ‘em, huh?”
“What can I say? I love to hear a woman talk.”
“Well,” she said, stretching that word for all its worth. “So I have this friend named Josie, right? And Josie feels real down about her appearance, always has, poor girl. I think she’s gorgeous. Everyone thinks so.”
“Uh huh.”
“I was always the shy one of our group and admired Josie cause she’s always been strong and confident…sexy too. She was the first to get the Implant, first to get cat ears, then the tail, and then the ‘netics in her legs to be taller and more athletic. But now…” She sighed and settled into Ryn’s generous head pats. “She’s more…I don’t know. Machine? Cat?”
“Always a shame when people embrace the new flesh.”
“Ugh, chrome.” She shuddered. “I think it’s ugly! There’s this guy at this club I know—Whisker Alley—that’s just a mountain of machinery and gears. He’s gonna end up on a scrap heap somewhere, once they start upgrading and charging more and more for it, ya know?”
“Sure. But Josie…”
“I think she’s in a cult.”
Ryn’s hand skipped a beat. “Of what, cats?”
“That’s what it feels like. They’re in one of those…communes? They all live together, worshiping some old cat god—”
“Like Bastet?”
“…Who?”
Shit. “Egyptian goddess. Goddess of cats and fertility.”
Perry laid her head back, eyes closed. “Pet me harder,” she said.
They did as instructed, fighting the urge to stroke her nose, instead fiddling with her ears. “So they’re cat cultists. Is that all?”
“No…the guy in charge is a real sex fiend, I hear. I told Josie she needs to get away from him, but she’s too proud.”
“And do any of these cats work in the same field as you?”
“Me? Naw, I’m an engineer. Some of ‘em do sex work, though. Least the ones Josie mentioned.”
“Got any names?” Maybe coming here wasn’t a waste of time, after all. Though they kicked themselves for not interviewing Shanice’s friends sooner.
Her eyes opened, narrowing into slits. “Who are you, and why are you askin’ all these questions?”
“Just a very lonely guy,” they said. “But we can stop here.”
“Don’t forget to pay me.” She sat up, shoulders squared and fur rippling. “Or I’ll report you!”
“I thought you said you didn’t do this for the money?” But they sent her the money as promised, $200 for her time and effort.
“We still accept tips,” she said, pouting.
Ryn wondered if she also got to keep all of it as they logged out.
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Zero Chill


Ryn had Burroughs research Bastet after that encounter with Perry. They knew a bit before and now the Egyptian goddess took up real estate in the “interesting but niche facts” part of their gray matter. Daughter of Re, the sun god, native to Bubastis, prominent in Memphis...and her cult was carried to Italy by the Romans. 
That was all well and good for ancient civilizations, but how the hell did she remain relevant centuries later, in the year of 2055?
“Bastet?” Shae laid her utensils down and rested her chin on her hand. “I think I read about her in school, but Ryn…those are old myths. Do you really think people would actually worship an Egyptian goddess?”
They twirled noodles around their fork—linguine, not ramen—and caught a bit of shrimp with the prongs. “Why not? Some still believe in the ‘one true God,’ Yahweh. At least the pagan gods and goddesses aren’t as dull and bloodthirsty.” Relatively speaking, anyway.
“We both know that’s not entirely accurate. And it depends if you want to cherry pick from the Old or New Testament, but they’ve both been heavily edited over the centuries.” Shae lifted her head to flick her fingers in the air. “But I didn’t invite you out here to discuss theology.”
She didn’t invite them at all, just proposed an alternative meeting spot. Ryn was feeling hunger pangs when they phoned Shae, who accurately guessed it was a little past their dinnertime. Italian was her idea, and the restaurant was almost empty at this hour. The only servers out at this hour were the androids, not quite humanoid or even a threat to living and breathing humans, but they picked up undesirable shifts.
“Has Shanice ever been religious?”
Shae snorted into her drink. “Never. She’s too smart for all that nonsense. I know cause our dad is old-fashioned and tried to bring me up in the church. We’d sit through those awful virtual sermons.” She sighed and massaged her temples, moving down to her eyelids. “Shanice used to make up excuses to come over to me and my mom’s place, and I didn’t mind watching her.”
“Even smart people are susceptible to cults,” Ryn said, when she gave them room to speak. “They prey on the weak and vulnerable, people in search of family and friends—of community.”
“You know an awful lot about it.”
“On the surface level, sure.” They tucked the forkload into their mouth, taking their time to truly savor it. Roasted garlic and fresh lemon juice teased their taste buds. “I double majored in psychology and cognitive science.” They studied German as well, but that was for more personal reasons. “I’ve always been interested in the inner machinations of the mind, even when I was a child.”
Ryn neatly ran the tip of their tongue along the bottoms of their teeth, searching for loose bits of meat and parsley. Elaborating came with a risk; most people weren’t as open-minded as they pretended, even today. After all, it was their perceived disability that caused Ryn’s birth parents to give them up. It stung hearing it, despite prior warnings.
At least the couple who adopted them were of similar neurotypes and gave Ryn room to explore and grow.
“I struggled to make sense of the people and the world around me. ‘Because’ was never a satisfactory answer. Neither was ‘that’s just how they are.’ And for those who were seduced by honey tongued conmen, writing people off as gullible was insufficient.”
Shae’s lip twitched, not quite a smile, but it showed in her eyes. “I think we have more in common than you think.”
“What makes you think that?”
She tapped the side of her head. “While you were studying cognitive science, I majored in sociology. And of course, psychology. I studied the latter to learn more about myself, and later, to understand what made some people turn to crime. And why some seem immune to rehabilitation.”
“Can’t really blame prisons anymore, can we?” Recidivism and incarceration were at an all-time low these days.
“No—” She raised a hand, the other hastily wiping a bit of sauce from her lip. “Most people get filtered out before they even get that far. There’s no point in locking someone up for minor infractions, not when they’d be better off doing community service or paying a fine. But some people are just…their brains are wired differently.”
The one human member of staff on duty, a weary older woman, glanced at the booth. Ryn lightly pressed their foot on Shae’s.
“But back on topic…” She massaged the space behind her ears with both hands. “I don’t see why Shanice would get lured into that Bastet business.”
“Not a single one? She is going for the cat mods, it seems.”
“Allegedly.”
“You’re really determined to be wrong, aren’t you?”
“I prefer the term ‘stubborn,’ actually.”
Ryn smirked. “It’s possible to be both.” They took one last bite of their meal, leaving a blotch of juices and the solitary noodle behind. “But let’s wrap this up so our host can call it a night. Leave the tip to me.”
Obviously the tip wasn’t for the ‘droids, but the woman watching over them. She turned her head before Ryn could get a good look at her face, but they caught the hint of a smile.
“Where do you want to go from here,” Shae said, when it was just the two of them in a side alley. “I’d like to tag along if you’re still looking for information.”
“That phase is over, actually.” They sent her a few of their handpicked notes, which Shae leafed through as they walked. “I have a really strong lead, better than the Bastet thread.”
“Really? I don’t see that anywhere in your notes…”
Ryn tapped a spot just below their eye. “If my theory is correct, she’s somewhere safe. Close by, too.”
“Your theory…”
“Let me worry about it. Go get some rest.” That should’ve been the end of it, but an immovable force latched itself onto Ryn’s arm, locking them in place, sneakers kicking at empty air. “Shae.”
“We’ve tried doing it your way.” She squeezed their arm, a simple move for her, no doubt, but they felt that pinch down to the bone and reflexively jerked back.
“Let go,” they snarled, digging their feet into the ground, but if Shae was the boulder, Ryn was Sisyphus.
“Tell me what I want to know.” But her grip eased, enough to give Ryn some relief but no true breathing room.
“Police brutality,” they said, hand aching to tear off their jacket and inspect the damage. But not while Shae had them in her grip.
“I’m off duty,” she said, but dropped them.
Ryn crouched low to the ground, cradling their arm. The panic of bone bending and breaking was gone, nothing left but a searing heat and tender flesh. It didn’t feel broken, but one could never be sure. “Burroughs…”
The AI danced into their vision, silhouette obscured by Ryn’s hooded lids and Shae’s towering figure. “How may I assist?”
“Do a quick run on my vitals, please.” To Shae, they sneered. “Think about what you’re doing. You could lose your job over this.”
“I know, but family means everything to me.”
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Press X To Doubt


“I really am sorry about your arm.” 
“Fuck off.”
It wasn’t broken, or even sprained; Burroughs confirmed that. But the skin on their arm was red and inflamed. Perhaps a bad move on their part (but really, how could they say no to the bionic detective?), but Ryn allowed themself to be coaxed into Shae’s apartment. No way in hell would they give up their own.
“Here, this will make it better.” She came at them with a rag and cannister. “It’s aloe vera,” she said, when Ryn flinched back. “Soothing gel.”
Ryn extended their arm and looked away, determined to avoid the sincerity in her gaze. They weren’t petty, but damn, were they not going to fall for her tricks again. “Ah…” The touch of cool gel and the scent of eucalyptus had a calming effect, but Ryn didn’t relax until Shae started massaging the area.
“Do you have anger issues, Shae?” That seemed obvious now, but they couldn’t resist.
She snapped her head up, eyes narrowed into thin slits. “Do you think it’s a good time for that?”
“Forgive me for being salty.”
“It’s just a small bruise, Ryn.”
“You didn’t answer the question.” They took back their arm, gingerly dabbing it with the rag.
“It’s a sore spot for me—sorry, unintentional.” She sank onto the furthest end of the couch, legs tucked beneath her body. “I’ve always been rather sensitive. Rejection is one of my biggest triggers.”
Ryn held up the rag, stained a light green. “Yeah, I can see that. I don’t want to be rude, but I had my suspicions.”
She fiddled with her hands, eyes focused on the idle gestures. “What made you choose to enhance your eyes?”
“Replace.” They reached for them now, but remembering the contaminants, froze. “There’s a chance I would’ve gone blind by my forties. Not total, but enough for it to be a hindrance.”
“Genetics?”
“On my birth mother’s side, yes.” She wore thick frames when Ryn met her, but that could’ve long changed, for all they knew. “But I’ve always liked photography. Figured why not?”
“And your other—”
“Tell me this, why did you opt for a fucking death grip, Shae?” It was strictly rhetorical and begged no answer, but Shae responded in earnest.
“Arthritis,” she said, in little more than a whisper. “Early case, and I was susceptible to carpal tunnel. After the first surgery, my doctor suggested a permanent fix.”
Ryn nodded at her to go on. 
“Contrary to what you may believe, I didn’t opt for these little ‘upgrades’ to make my job easier. I just wanted to do mundane things again, without hurting. Like dressing myself or playing with my cat.”
“Coulda fooled me.” Their tone softened, taking the anger with it. “I don’t understand why some people want to be hybrids, but as long as it makes them happy and doesn’t hurt anyone…I don’t see the harm.” Ryn was similarly displeased with aspects of their own body, or at least they used to be. But the world was kind enough to allow change where it was needed, and they had Doctor Ames in particular to thank for that.
“I still want to do this. You can’t stop me.”
“Maybe, but please be careful. More than anything, what Shanice needs is your support.”
“I’ll work at my own pace. Now, please.”
“Burroughs.” 
The screen of their HUD opened and expanded into the air, projecting the shadowy AI figure. It folded its arms in mock exasperation and nodded at the mini whiteboard beside it. Shae watched with mild interest as the figure paced back and forth, arms now behind its back, head tilted in quiet reflection.
“While I don’t want to rule out the cult, I have a very good idea of the doctor tending to her.” Burroughs ceased its pacing and rushed to the board, hand posed to write. “Lancaster is a name of interest. He’s a doctor that specializes in feline anatomy, particularly women. I suspect he performed similar work on a woman I encountered in Whisker Alley.”
Burroughs made a very tidy outline of this information and turned its head to Ryn for further instruction.
“He seemed kinda skittish, as if he was expecting trouble. I asked about payment plans, and he seemed willing to work with those on a lower income. I put out some feelers, but he’s supposedly all booked up.”
“What kind of payment plans?”
“A bundle for ears and tail will run you close to five grand, but he offered to lower that to three. I imagine he’d be willing to go lower, for the right client.” Ryn gestured at their figure. “I bet he could be talked down a few hundred dollars, but I didn’t push my luck.”
Shae shifted in her seat, stretching out her legs and nearly brushing Ryn with her feet. They placed a pillow between the two of them. “Is that all?”
They wanted to say no, given Shae’s current demeanor. She almost crushed their arm; imagine what she could do to the doctor in a fit of rage. But…
Ryn nodded at Burroughs, who trotted out Lancaster’s dirty laundry. 
“I looked into the doctor’s background.”  

“And?”  

Ryn licked their lips. “It’s about what you would expect.”  

She sighed and closed her eyes, silently counting down from ten. “Alright,” she said, upon opening them. “Hit me.”  

They motioned in the air, unfurling a screen that grew with each additional bullet point. “He was arrested in university for drugging an underage girl he met at a frat party. Doesn’t seem to be registered as a sex offender.”  

Shae bristled, voice lowered into a deadly whisper. “And that man operated on my sister?”  

“There’s no evidence he escalated beyond that, but perverts learn to adapt. However, there is evidence of malpractice. A former client sued him over a botched transplant.”  

“Is that all?”  

“They settled the case outside of court for an undisclosed amount of money.”  

“Of course...and you sure there are no further allegations of sexual misconduct?”  

Ryn shrugged and dismissed Burroughs. “Possibly. I figured he paid the victims or cops to keep it quiet. But that doesn’t explain Shanice’s disappearance.”  

“Yeah. Why kidnap a girl when you can grope them for free?” She grimaced and rose to her feet. “Motherfucker...”  

“Cool it, Shae. This is about Shanice, not whatever sense of justice is brewing in your head. I don’t recommend going to him directly, especially in your current state.” Shae had “cop energy,” even when she wasn’t in uniform.
“That doesn’t mean we can’t scope things out. Are your eyes optimized for thermals?” They didn’t have to look at her to know she was smiling.
“Of course, but that’s not going to achieve much.”
She prodded them with a foot, ignoring the flimsy barrier. “Up for a little B&E?”
[image: image-placeholder]“You continue to surprise me, Shae.”
“How so?” She said that while scanning the building, eyes subtly glowing in the dark. Ryn’s didn’t go that far, a barely recognizable glimmer the only sign of them at work. They paid a lot to downplay their mods, and Shae’s reluctance to do so surprised them.
“B&E? Seriously?”
“Like I said. I was daddy’s little troublemaker.”
“Yeah, but still.” Neo Cleveland’s finest.
Her eyes dimmed, returning to their natural brown. “You see what I see?”
“I don’t see anything.” No signs of life or a solitary heat pattern. It was clean, and the clinic appeared to be closed for the night.
“Not quite. If Lancaster is a responsible business owner, he’ll have a security system in place.”
“An AI, I assume.” Or an android, depending on how tight money was. A good droid (calling them robots was derogatory) was indistinguishable from a human, and never grew tired or hungry. They gradually phased out human guards in wealthier neighborhoods and establishments. Ryn had hoped Lancaster skimped out on security; the lack of a heat signature made them harder to detect, but there were subtle signs and ways around that.
“Hm, this might be a problem.”
“What, you gave up your thuggish ways after you joined the force?”
Shae thumped them not so playfully on the shoulder. “No, I mean technology has changed since I was a teenager.”
“Tell me your story, Shae. How many businesses did you unlawfully enter?”
“I’ve already incriminated myself. But nothing major...” She edged around the door. This side of the alley was hidden from the street, the door a simple emergency exit. But Ryn didn’t want to stick around in case someone got curious or had similar plans in mind. “I used to break into my dad’s safe and other hidden rooms in his store. But I never broke into someone’s home or shop. I wasn’t that much of a delinquent.”
“So what’s the plan?”
“The plan...” She frowned at the door and shook her head. “It’ll trigger an alarm, but there’s a small window we could try. If either of us can’t get in for whatever reason, I’m sure we could pop open a door. There has to be another exit other than this one, maybe one that connects to the parking garage?”
“Whatever it is, make it quick.”
Shae waved at them to follow and strayed deeper into the alley and around the corner. This placed them dangerously close to another store, but luckily, there were no windows on that side. She poked at a square window, roughly wide enough for someone of her size to squeeze into, and nodded at Ryn. “I think you could fit in here. You’re a slim one.”
“Why don’t you go in first and show me how it’s done?” As far as they could tell, the building was dormant. If there was an android on the premises, it would’ve made itself known by now, either by error or an act of deterrence.
“Give me a boost and I’ll scope it out.”
Ryn squatted and clasped their hands together, wincing when Shae briefly applied her full weight. They thrust their hands up as she hopped and stood back to catch her if she fell. But Shae held firm to the window. Before they could ask why she hung there like a fly eying a piece of rotting meat, Shae neatly opened the window. She pulled herself in with ease and landed lightly on the other side.
They braced their toes against the ground and reached for the window, but came up short. “Shae!”
Her hand snaked out a second later, firmly grabbing them by the wrist. Ryn scrambled for purchase as she extended her second hand and hauled them through the window.
“Thanks,” they said, dusting off their jacket and stepping with care in the darkened room. “Is it clear?”
“I handled it before I touched the window.” She held up a small object in her palm, what Ryn vaguely recognized as a scrambling device. “We have maybe twenty minutes before everything comes back online.”
“What did you—”
Shae crushed the object into oblivion, dusty remnants drifting from her fingertips. “Unless you want to tussle with the droid, I advise you move. Now.”
They followed the reddish hue of her eyes to the figure slumped over in the corner. A grade B android, dressed in a lab coat and sleek black leggings. “How—”
She cupped a hand over her ear. “I have my ways.”
Ryn touched their ear in a similar fashion. Rarely did they encounter androids in situations like this; staying in the shadows was more their speed, and they had no beef with their artificial cousins. “What now?”
“Now,” she said, pulling a wire from behind her ear, “I’m going to have a quick look into the secretary’s computer. I’m not interested in the doctor’s at the moment. I just need to confirm something.”
“I’ll have a look around while you do that.”
Shae grunted and plugged into the loading computer. That was risky, in Ryn’s book; they were wary of leaving a trail when messing with someone else’s electronics. They stayed a second longer to watch a transparent keyboard appear at Shae’s fingertips.
They were back in the front office, the windows shuttered from the night sky and midnight crew. It was eerie, being inside the empty building. Thin tendrils of light leaked into the room. One thread touched the door of Lancaster’s office. “You think you can unlock the doc’s, while you’re at it?”
“In a second,” she murmured. “Why, do you think it’s worth going through?”
“I don’t see why not. I mean, we’re here, aren’t we?” Why stop with the receptionist, when they could go straight to the source?
“Let me focus, please.”
Ryn lightly poked the android with the toe of their boot, but it remained still, dead to the world. Satisfied with its silence, they stepped around it and activated Night Vision. The room truly came into focus, illuminating a familiar scene: the array of colorful pamphlets and posters of attractive women in various stages of transition. A large poster caught their attention: a woman with two halves of her face lined up with the set of double doors that led into the operating area. 
One half was human, her skin light and clear. The other was a shade of brown that complimented her blonde hair and highlighted dramatic feline features.
They pressed one door, but it held firm.
“Got it!” Shae abandoned the computer and joined them at the doors, feeding the cord back into her head. “I don’t think it’s worth looking in there. After care is done at home or in a larger facility.”
“You never know,” they said, but followed along to watch Shae manipulate another lock. This one she handled with far more care, not crushing but picking the lock. “Honestly, why do you even need me?”
“It helps to have an extra set of eyes, Ryn. And you can get into places I can’t.”
Ryn huffed. “I’m good at tracking people, you mean. Breaking and entering, not so much.”
“I know you’re a little old for it, but if you ever decide to switch sides...” She nudged the door open. “I could use a partner.”
“I’d rather choke on glass.”
The doctor’s office was just as tidy as when Ryn left it, minus the loose folder on his desk. It never ceased to amaze them how determined to stay in the past some people were. Shae ignored it entirely to root through his drawers, occasionally pausing to unlock a few. They picked up the folder, a collection of notes and meaningless doodles.
“Shit...”
“You good?”
Shae opened a thick folder and scattered pictures on the desk, eyes subtly flashing in the dark. “I don’t have time to go through all of these. Leave that where you found it, and tidy anything you touched.”
She didn’t need to tell them twice. “Find anything good?”
“I found a fucking pervert,” she hissed, urging them out of the room and back to the window. She carefully closed it behind her and grabbed Ryn by the hand. “I’ll explain later. That droid is going to wake up soon.” 




14
[image: image-placeholder]
Out of Bounds


“Are you going to explain, or keep me in suspense,” Ryn said, when they finally slowed down long enough to breathe. 
Shae kept to a brisk walk, so not to alarm the few people out. But her entire being buzzed with energy, as if she’d just downed a bottle of pure adrenaline.
“Not now,” she said, pointing to her ear. Silence and the familiar vacant stare followed for twenty agonizing seconds. Her eyes blinked back into focus. “Sorry, I was ordering. I hope you like fried shrimp rice with pineapple.”
“You’re ordering food at this hour?” Fast food, no less. But hell, if she was buying… “It’s late, and I’d like to get some sleep tonight.”
“Oh hush. Aren’t you your own boss?”
“Yes, but I don’t like staying up longer than I have to.”
“Chill, Ryn.” She motioned for them to sit, but they chose to stand.
“Just get to the point.”
Shae snapped her fingers, and an image projected into the space between them. “I’ll make it quick, before the food arrives.”
What she showed them was the before and after image of one of Lancaster’s patients, wearing the absolute bare minimum of clothing.
“Is that really necessary?”
“They say a picture is worth a thousand words.”
“And what does this prove, exactly?”
Shae closed her eyes, two fingers massaging her temple. “I wanted to ease you into it, but fine. How’s this?”
She swapped the image out for a risque photo of a catgirl, side-eying the camera and wearing a shy smile. Ryn barely had time to process it when another image of a blushing woman appeared, arms curled protectively around her chest.
“Stop.” Ryn tore their eyes away from the display, lips curled in a snarl. “You should really use your words more, detective.”
“I found my sister’s pictures. How do you think that makes me feel?”
“Why did you order food, Shae?”
“I wanted to apologize, I suppose. And food seems like the safer bet…”
They glanced at her from the corner of their eye, a timid figure massaging her shoulder. “Were they before or after?”
“Before. I imagine he’s waiting until she’s fully healed before…you know.”
“You should’ve just left it alone from the start.”
“She’s my sister, Ryn. Leave it alone? I thought she was fucking dead. Or lost and alone somewhere…she could still be—”
Ryn and Shae turned to the door, and the subtle shift of nervous feet just outside it.
A tense moment of silence passed between them before a subdued knock came. “Delivery,” the soft voice said. Human worker, not a ‘droid, as evident by the shy man’s averted gaze. He perked up at the last second, as Shae uttered a quiet apology and sent him off.
“They work fast, don’t they?”
Shae shoved the carton of rice into their hands. “I may have ordered before we came home. I just…needed a moment to collect myself.”
“Damn it, Shae.”
But they joined her at the kitchen table, a small wooden thing with two chairs. Much to their surprise, Shae had a proper kitchen. Unsurprisingly, it was spartan and less lived in than Shanice’s apartment. 
The one item of note was a ceramic bowl of fruit on the table.
“Shanice painted this for me,” she said, voice taking on a dreamy quality. She idly ran a finger along a green pear with tinges of brown. “It was a housewarming gift.”
“How long ago was that?” They snapped open the carton and were greeted by the aroma of rice, shrimp, and the tang of pineapple. How did Shae know this was one of their staples?
“She was a freshman in high school.” She peeked into her own carton but didn’t tuck in. “My sister has always been an artist. That’s why I figured she’d do something in that field, or at least work on it as a hobby. I’m not sure what her plan is now…”
Ryn stabbed their chopsticks into the rice. “People change, Shae. You may not agree with some of her choices, but she’s still your sister.” They weren’t getting paid nearly enough to provide late night therapy, but at least they got a free meal out of it.
“I’m just worried I’ll never see her again…”
They lightly poked her beneath the table. “If it makes you feel any better, I have a good idea where she might be.”
“Do you? Do you really?”
“Yeah.” A mix of rice, veggies, and a solitary pineapple slice balanced on their chopsticks. “Bastet.” The food disappeared into Ryn’s mouth. Perfect consistency.
“That again…” Shae swished the contents of her carton around. Chicken and broccoli. “You can follow that lead, but I’m going to look into care facilities in the area. If she’s still in recovery, she can’t be too far.”
“If we’re doing that, would you like to place a bet?” They held a large shrimp between their chopsticks. “If I find her, you owe me $5.”
“Five? I’m already paying you.” But she produced a piece of chicken on her sticks, holding it close to Ryn’s, not quite touching. “I’m gonna need more than that…”
They had something in mind, a spicy alternative to the original offer. But… “I’m not good at these games. What did you have in mind, Shae?”
Her eyes demurely shifted from theirs, and an alarm went off in Ryn’s head. “Take me on a date,” she murmured.
Why a date, of all things? “I’ll raise my bid to $20 then.” They tapped the cooling shrimp to Shae’s dripping chicken. “But keep in mind that I don’t intend to lose.”
“Neither do I.” Her eyes boldly met theirs, shining with determination. “I may even treat you to a surprise.” Shae popped the chicken into her mouth, smiling in unearned triumph.
“I like your spirit,” they said, and bit into the shrimp. Ryn didn’t do dates, but they might humor her still.
[image: image-placeholder]Ryn went home, cleaned up, and slept hard for the next ten hours. It was officially the weekend now, but not the coveted slow Sunday they craved. And not because their neighbor was blaring cosmic rap, despite their constant complaints.
“Burroughs…”
The AI materialized several feet away, a transparent hologram waiting patiently to be instructed.
“Do something about xem.” 
Xe could never prove it was Ryn, but xer internet connection always sputtered and died, but miraculously sprung to life when the speakers were deactivated. If only xe would use those expensive, state-of-the-art headphones…
It offered a faint smile and inclined its head. “Natürlich. I also have a Detective Winters on hold. Would you like to speak to her via Telepathy, or voice?”
“Phone.” They waved Burroughs off. Telepathy was best used for clandestine encounters, such as espionage or fucking in a closed bathroom stall. “Sup?”
“Hello, Ryn,” she purred, voice thicker than molasses as she stretched out their name, tasting it on her tongue.
Ryn bit their lip. “What do you want, Shae? It’s early.”
“Someone hasn’t had their morning coffee.” She paused for dramatic effect. “Don’t tell me I have the drop on my PI?”
“What are you on about?” They put on the kettle and left it to boil while they gathered a few things for breakfast. Nothing elaborate; just rhubarb tea, oatmeal, and two slices of bacon. 
There were so-called “better methods” for food preparation (Ryn refused to call it “cooking”), such as dehydrated food or flavorless nutrient pellets, but they preferred the traditional method. It’s why they paid extra for a stove and refrigerator, a luxury many people didn’t have these days.
It was a shame, too; food tasted better when prepared from scratch.
“Don’t act like you don’t know,” Shae continued. “The bet! I’ve been up since dawn, scouting the neighborhood.”
“And?” They flipped on the oven and tapped the smooth surface of their trusty skillet. 
“I had a few hits! As I suspected, there’s a few centers dedicated to hybrids. One even specializes in felines!”
“I could’ve told you that,” they said, adding the bacon. Ryn left the meat to sizzle, pouring boiled water into their bowl and mug. “Did you find her or not?”
“No…but I’m really close!”
“That’s good. Keep me posted, alright?”
“Ryn—”
They killed the call. “Burroughs, set the timer for six minutes.”
[image: image-placeholder]With a satiated appetite and a list of churches to aid them, Ryn braved the outdoors, hands tucked into the pockets of their blazer. 
Unlike previous generations, it was unusual to find a church and liquor store on every corner. That made Ryn’s job easier in some ways, and harder in others. With everything spread out, they had to map their route carefully.
The Church of Shrimp and Wings was first on their list, because it was virtually impossible to be swayed by crispy faux meat and gravy heavy biscuits on a full stomach.
“You sure I can’t entice you with the Deluxe Finger Lickin’ Gut Busting Special?” The man behind the counter winked and showed off his golden incisors. He had a hair of thick, kinky curls nestled under his tiny paper hat.
This also happened to be one of the few human operated establishments. You couldn’t trust this level of aggression to a kiosk or a droid; Asimov’s Laws wouldn’t allow it.
“I don’t eat synthetic meat. That shit’s not good for your digestive tract.”
But ole gold teeth just winked. “That’s based on archaic research that’s long been debunked! Our Thicc Chicken Wings are made with pea powder, seitan, and a bucket full o’ mama’s love. Order now and I’ll throw in three country style biscuits, a bowl of gravy, and six juicy skrimps. All for you, baby!”
Despite their resilience, a thread of hunger rippled through Ryn’s stomach. The shrimp wasn’t synthetic, but replicated in a lab. Cruelty free crustacean…
They leaned on the counter. “Forget the synken. I’ll take a cup of fried skrimp—shrimp, a small cup of gravy, and a large curly fry.” 
“I gotchu, baby. Anything to drink?”
“Pomegranate lemonade. And make that to go, in a heated bag, please.”
“Okay now, that’ll be $15.89. Would you like to round up to $16 by donating to—”
“No, but I would like to know if you have a program to assist low-income people recovering from major surgery?” 
The man—Carlos, his name tag said—furrowed his brow. “We have something like that for the disabled orphans.”
Shanice wasn’t even an adult orphan, so that ruled out TCoSaW.
“Do you know a church that has one for Hybrids?” Most churches were upfront about whether or not they did, and some, like this one, kept it vague.
Carlos tucked a toothpick into the corner of his mouth. “I can think of two right off the top of my head.”
“Mind cross checking this list for me?” A small screen materialized in Ryn’s extended palm. He gave the list a brief scan before giving affirmation.
“Now, if that’s all, I’d like to help the next customer, please.”
He helped a great deal, supplying Ryn four solid leads. Those became priority, with anything lesser a fallback option.
Ryn nibbled on a fry on the way out, but forced themself to seal the bag. They’d give in eventually by the half hour mark; they always did. But a good PI knew how to utilize restraint. And Ryn liked to think they were pretty damn good at both their job and curbing certain urges.
They lasted forty-two minutes after one disappointing church inquiry, finding a quiet bench in a small park to break.
Father Callahan, an old-fashioned priest, scoffed at their thinly obscured bag, comparing the convenience of fast food to the pleasures of the flesh. Ryn told him to get laid and treat himself to a juicy burger and a chocolate shake.
Unsurprisingly, he was unamused.
And so they happily tucked into their food, dipping the shrimp and fries into the warm gravy.
They caught up on the news as they ate, clearing out their RSS feeds. One article stood out to them, enough to save it for later.
Billionaire Philanthropist To Launch Trials For Simulated Life Pods

“Would you like to live forever?” It’s a question we’ve asked ourselves for centuries, perhaps since the dawn of time. Alchemists once worked to turn silver into gold, and even dabbled with the concept of longevity.
Until now, the Elixir of Life only existed in myth, books, and games…but someday soon, it shall become a reality! Imagine: VR beyond your wildest dreams, where you can experience all the comforts of eating, sleeping, sports, and other vigorous activities, without having to log off?
You can be the literal hero of your own story! Or a villainous dragon!
Already, some people, which are derogatorily called “junkies” embrace this way of living, pushing themselves to the limit—! And living their truth. 
Many VR enthusiasts, as I like to call them, are from poverty stricken areas, where the monthly allotment is unable to sustain them. They’re forced to pick up extra gigs or live in pods, and worse yet, can’t afford to keep up with the advancing technologies or designer mods.
So why not live a life of comfort, where you can build a second life as your most authentic self?
Participants and early adopters will receive $5000 worth of in-world currency, as well as a free avatar modification potion! Reach out now, as we have limited seats!
Ryn snorted at the article. If it were anyone but the so-called philanthropist, they would consider it. But only when they were tired of their current existence. They rather liked being a small scale “superhuman” in a world of cat people and generic humans.
[image: image-placeholder]Their main leads turned out to be a bust, including those given to them by Carlos.
On the upside, there was no limit to the generosity bestowed upon Ryn by their hosts. Everyone (excluding the uptight priest) offered them treats: small pies, gluten-free cakes, cookies, and hard candy.
Ryn had a small bag of goodies when they stopped by a church tucked in the shadow of a five story supermarket.
The kind old caretaker offered them mint chocolates, which Ryn gracefully accepted. “How may I help you, my dear?”
Myr. Camden, fae/faer.
Finally, they were in good company. “I’ve been up and down the city all day, inquiring about aftercare for a family friend of mine.”
“Oh my,” fae said. “Nothing serious, I hope.”
“Major, elective.” Ryn held up their pointer fingers above their ears, miming rabbit ears. “I figured a church would be the second best place for it. Money’s tight.”
“And no one has been able to help you?”
“Not yet, but I’m close.” They had to be, if they wanted to upstage Shae. 
“I see…” Camden closed faer eyes in quiet reflection. “Perhaps you’re asking the wrong questions.”
“Anything’s possible. Honestly, I was hoping to find a follower of Bastet.”
“Bastet? Oh, you’re in the wrong place,” fae said, with a soft chuckle. “Contrary to popular belief, Bastet is neither a place nor the focus of a local cult, but an ideology.”
“I’m afraid you’ve lost me, pastor.”
“Think of it as the Church of Satanism. Satan is referenced in name alone, but their practices are quite neutral, and relate to a state of mind. Likewise, the people you seek worship not the goddess but her physique.”
“I’ll have to take your word for it. I only know what I’ve read online.”
“And therein lies your problem. Think of Bastet not as a church, but as a collective.” Fae smiled and tapped faer chin. “Or a cat colony, if you will.”
That stubborn itch of a forgotten memory clawing its way through the depths of Ryn’s mind, and grasping for the back of their tongue, came to them just now. They went silent for a moment, the bag of treats resting heavily in their hand, cramping it.
“Birds of a feather…Camden, you’ve just given me an idea, but I’m more at a loss than when I started.”
“I’m sure you’ll think of something, Eaton.”
In fact, they already were. ‘Burroughs.’
‘You want me to compile a list of possible cat houses, I presume?’
‘Don’t be a smartass.’ To Camden, they smiled and nodded. “Thanks again for your help.” Ryn didn’t give two shits about religion, but saw no harm in a little donation.
Camden’s eyes widened, a smile spreading across faer face. “May God be with you.” 
[image: image-placeholder]After a long day of rail and suburb hopping, accumulating snacks, and scouting out several churches and rehab centers to no avail, Ryn was glad to be back home, however temporarily.
They reclined in their armchair, idly scrolling through the largest screen of their interface. Did they want to blow off a little steam or follow the leads they narrowed down from Burroughs? Decisions, decisions.
Ryn always performed better after a good fuck and a nap.
But fate, it seems, had different ideas.
‘Detective Winters is on the line. Should I accept or tell her you’re tied up?’
Ryn wiggled their fingers at the ghost of Burroughs and allowed Shae room to speak. “Yello.”
“I hope you’re having better luck than I am.” She sounded as tired as they felt, though for Ryn it was more mentally than physically.
“Not quite. I think we’ve both been looking in the wrong place, Shae.”
“So you don’t have a clue, either…” She sighed. “Do you want to meet up and compare notes?”
“There’s no need. Get some sleep, detective.”
“What about you?”
“I work best alone and at night,” they said. “You’ll only hold me back.”
There was a sharp inhale on the other end of the line, and then Shae uttered a “Fine, have it your way,” and hung up.
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Mask Off


Nighttime was Ryn’s time to shine, although the tediousness was something they’d never fully adjusted to. They left the accumulated treats back home, but didn’t leave entirely empty-handed. 
Perched on the Empyrean Tower, where the people and vehicles below resembled rows of ants, Ryn popped a cube of gum into their mouth. Mint chocolate chip, and the flavor lasted well over two hours, when most people usually spit it out by the thirty-minute mark. The texture remained consistent throughout, and a bubble blown an hour later deviated little from that first pop.
Ryn adjusted their eyes in the growing darkness, zooming in to that of a frazzled youth on a street corner, highlighting bits of stubble and the checkered pattern of a jacket. Easing up their focus put the youth more in focus, a cringing figure who brightened up at the cluster of friends and a playful slap on the shoulder.
They blinked, and a bike zipped by, splashing a puddle of water onto the group of youths. Everywhere they looked, Ryn saw people scurrying to get home for the night and return to the comfort of their bed or loved ones. Not that they were envious; solo work and life were preferred, aside from brief encounters to scratch that primal urge.
But Ryn was once that bundled figure furtively lurking at every corner, and darting before they were seen or caught. Being caught was the worse; you could play off anything else.
Their eyes fixated on a hurried figure, smaller but made bigger by an over-sized jacket and hood. The legs and boots peeking out beneath gave hir away. Zie carried a cute bag, purple with the cartoonish face and limbs of a bunny. Trailing not too far behind was a tall and gangly figure, arms swaying like that of a great ape.
Ryn pinpointed the destination on their map and tagged a harmless pixel to the bunny toter. It had the shelf life of an hour. They leaned over the railing of the Tower, respected the devastating drop below, and vaulted into empty air.
The soles of their sneakers made satisfying clicks against the building’s exterior, petering out into muffled rasping as they rebounded between the Tower and its neighbor. Falling would be faster, but that was a trip you could only make once, twice if you were lucky.
A flip brought them closer to the ground, but Ryn dropped all signs of dramatics as they stepped out of the alley and into the street proper. In their black jacket and slacks, they blended into the night and crowd with ease.
The bunny and ape came to a slow up ahead, just outside of Shanice’s apartment building. Several blocks away, in other words.
They spat the gum into a waste bin, not yet past its prime but weighing heavily on their taste buds. The world blurred on the fringes of their vision, the people in their wake left struggling to catch up, occasionally jolting into view when they paused or waited at crosswalks.
Ryn caught up with the bunny as zie was leaving the building. They maintained a safe distance from hir and the stoic protector. The two made no verbal exchange, communicating with limited sign and perhaps Telepathy.
Neither had public statuses enabled, but Ryn caught a brief glimpse of hir face. A cloth mask covered the lower half of Shanice’s face, but she had those same brown eyes as Shae.
[image: image-placeholder]Approaching her in the daytime was the safest bet, but Ryn allowed a day and a half to roll by before making themself known. The radio silence on Shae’s end spoke volumes, placing the bet firmly in their favor.
“I fucking hate missing persons cases,” Ryn mumbled to themself.
They made it a point to never engage directly with targets. Trailing and taking compromising photos was the game, not…whatever the hell this was. Mediator felt wrong. A mediator fell more in Shae’s line of work.
“I won’t keep you long,” they said, not touching the matcha tea. They ordered it to give the illusion of a casual cafe goer. It was a mere prop. Ryn was more interested in the young woman before them.
A mere picture didn’t do her justice, and seeing her up close now, Ryn saw a stronger resemblance between the two sisters. Minus the cat-like features, of course. With enough time and more work, should she choose, that resemblance would become shakier over time. 
Shanice timidly bowed her head. The hood and mask were gone, though a band covered her head and newly implanted ears. Most people healed up after two weeks, depending on the extent of their surgeries. For Shanice, that could be as long as a month.
“My friend Nellie told me you were asking around.” Her voice was soft, a gentle cadence incompatible with Shae’s rougher inflections. 
Right, the zebra girl…
“You aren’t in trouble,” they found themself repeating for the umpteenth time today. “I’m working under the request of your sister, but I’m under no obligation to give up your position. Assuming you aren’t in trouble, anyway.”
Unbidden, Burroughs brushed against their mind. ‘Be gentle with her.’
‘Shut up.’
‘Use simpler language. You aren’t talking to Shae or one of your clients. Although—’
‘Burroughs, enter sleep mode.’
Shanice slowly shook her head, coaxing the words out of her mouth. “I’m not in trouble. This was something I decided on my own. I just didn’t think anyone would make a fuss over it.”
They nibbled on a corner of their lip. “But you can see why people were worried, right? You disappeared, and no one knew where you were.”
“I told the people important to me.”
“Guess that doesn’t include your sister.”
“Half,” she said, lips twisting into a light smirk. “I knew she wouldn’t approve, so I didn’t tell her.”
“And your parents?”
“You didn’t ask them?”
“No, I didn’t think they’d know anything about it.” And if they did, why wouldn’t Shae’s dad just foot the bill for her operation? She was the golden child. “Do they know about your job?”
Shanice paled, eyes widened. “Does Shae?”
“I had to tell her, but I tried to be gentle about it.”
“Of course…I’d rather she not know at all.” She grit her teeth, and Ryn feared she’d start grinding them. “Shae would love to be the one to break the news to dad.”
“Quite the opposite, really. She’s very protective of you.”
“She can be very overbearing…” Shanice eyed her equally neglected teacup, rubbing a nervous thumb over her bandaged hands. “But she likes to rub my face in it when I fail. I don’t think she means to, but…”
“Do you think she’s jealous?”
“I know she is. I’ve always been daddy’s little girl.”
Ryn had never been happier to be an only child. “And how was the surgery? Everything healing alright?”
Her eyes lit up, and Ryn noticed the spark of relief. “It went great! My doctor was very considerate and patient with me, from my consultation and everything. I’m going back to see him for a checkup next week. He’s going to check my incisions and hopefully unclip my tail.”
“I’m glad to hear that!” They took a sip of their matcha. It was nice and cold, though the foam was less than a quarter of its original height. “I’m going to ask you a few more questions. Nothing too invasive—you are an adult, after all—but do you plan on returning to your apartment?”
Shanice cradled her mug in one hand, tracing the steam with her fingertips. “You saw where I live now. I only went back to collect a few things.”
“It’s been cleaned out, then?”
“Not yet. I’ll deal with it later, but daddy gets the bill.”
“And what of university?”
“What about it?” She sat the mug down with a clink. “I’m allowed to study on my own terms.”
“Right you are. I just want to give Shae as much closure as possible. Just so she doesn’t worry more than she already has.”
She nursed the mug for a few moments, and finally, took the tiniest of sips. “I joined a commune for Hybrids, mostly felines.”
“And you feel safe there?”
“Bout as safe as I can be. The people are nice. It’s like living in a capsule hotel, ‘cept there’s less privacy.” She ran a finger along the rim, catching a stray drop. “I really like it, despite that. You know how kids used to have summer camps?”
“I’m familiar with the concept, yes.” Some still existed, in more controlled environments that weren’t heavily affected by the hostile climate. “If I may be blunt…how are finances handled?”
“Everyone pitches in with a fraction of their monthly allotment. A flat $200, to cover the basics, like heating, food—we have a shared collection, and then our own shelves—housing, repairs, that kinda thing.”
“Doesn’t sound too bad.” Ryn idly tapped the space beside their mug. “I’ve heard a few people compare your commune to a cult, which was a cause for concern. But what you describe sounds harmless enough.”
“Because it is,” she said, laughing. “Shared housing is nothing new! Not everyone wants or can afford to buy their own home. And that may get harder for Hybrids over time. Some people don’t fully see them—us—as human.”
“People are afraid of what they don’t understand. We saw that happen to cyborgs with non-conforming augments and cybernetics.” Ryn’s eyes flickered a myriad of colors along and beyond the rainbow. “So you’ll find no judgment from me.”
She shyly smiled and fiddled with her mug. “I’m more worried about Shae…how mad is she?”
“Mad, and she’ll be even madder before the day is over.” Ryn allowed themself another sip of the matcha. Finding it agreeable, they drank freely.
“You won’t tell her where I am?”
“Shanice, you have my word.”
They left her with a digital card, in case she ever felt like reaching out.




16
[image: image-placeholder]
Until We Meet Again


“And you just let her go?” 
Mad was too kind a word to describe the rage in her voice, the endless scuffling of socked feet pacing up and down her spacious apartment. Pissed. Beyond pissed, bi-furious.
Bi-furious. They liked the sound of that, but would never tell her directly. Not when she was like this, at least.
“She’s an adult, Shae. And as we agreed from the start, I will not go against her wishes—”
“Her wishes? She doesn’t know what she wants, Ryn. Shanice has been fucking up left and right—”
“I would appreciate it if you didn’t swear, Detective Winters.”
“Or what, hm? You’ll hang up on me?”
“Ding ding ding, you win a prize,” they said dryly. “Now simmer down before you give yourself a heart attack.”
“I am calm,” she said in a measured tone. “I am just…Ryn…”
“Don’t worry, she’s in a safe place.”
“With cultists. Sex cultists.”
“They aren’t cultists, and no one’s coercing Shanice into whatever little scenario you’ve concocted in your mind. She’s recovering, Shae. When she’s ready, she’ll come to you.”
“What else did she say?”
“Just that her surgery went well, and she hopes her family comes around to the change.” Ryn tapped their ear and internally sighed. “If you aren’t careful, you may lose her.”
“I feel like I already have…”
“No, I mean she’ll go no contact, maybe even cut ties with your father if you force the issue.”
“She wouldn’t do that to him,” she said, bitterness creeping into her voice. “Shanice is a daddy’s girl, through and through.”
“Do you really want to risk it? Risk losing both of them?”
“Fine. Whatever. I’ll just…” There was a heavy sigh on her end. “I’ll wait for her to come to me.”
But waiting wasn’t Shae’s style, and a little persistence went a long way.
“And Shae?”
“Yes, Ryn?” She sounded tired and defeated now.
“You owe me $5.”
[image: image-placeholder]Shae was being stingy with her end of the bet, despite Ryn dropping the twenty down to the original five. It was the least they could do, a way to soften the blow. She did, however, send the remaining half for the job. For anything outside of that, she insisted on seeing them in the flesh.
No food, just drinks from a bar only she knew.
And they felt that sentiment strongly, stepping around two teens playing dice in the alley, blocking the main entrance.
“Ay, bruh,” one youth said, a grimy hand tugging on the cuff of Ryn’s jeans. “Help a fella out, why dontcha?”
A request for money appeared on their HUD. $6.66. A second one, presumably from the other kid, appeared just above it. For $4.20.
“Oh fuck off, both of you.”
The kids scooted aside, one giggling, the other sucking on a thumb. “We’re just playin’, fam.”
“But if you got it…” He flashed big brown eyes at Ryn. “We’d appreciate it.”
They sent the kids $10 a piece and quickly stepped inside before the entire neighborhood swarmed them.  
The inside of the bar was less spirited, dark, and quiet, but for the soft clinks of drinks and low conversation. And sitting in the far back, in a booth thinly obscured by a crimson veil, was Shae.
“Did you find the place alright?”
Ryn set their glass of Sprite and vodka on the table. Nothing remarkable, but it matched their mood. “You owe me $25 now.”
“Twenty-five?”
“As compensation for the shakedown at the door.”
Shae sighed, tracing a finger along the rim of her glass. “I’ll have a talk with those two clowns later. They’re high schoolers…old enough to know better.”
“You know those kids?”
“Shanice used to tutor and babysit them. I can get your money back.”
“Forget about it. What did you want to talk about?”
She sipped at her drink, the slight stirring of her feet the only thing of note. The accidental brush of her foot against theirs. “Can I ask you a personal question, Ryn Casler?”
“Damn, breaking out the government name and everything.” Ryn cut their eyes to the thinning crowd. “Pick your words carefully.”
“Relax…” She fished out a pen from her breast pocket. “Do you mind if I…?”
“Go ahead.” 
Shae sucked on the pen and sighed. “Ooh…it’s been a long two weeks.” Her foot brushed against theirs again, and they were convinced it was no accident. “Do you ever get lonely?”
“Sometimes. Just not in the way you think.”
“And what does that mean?”
“I spend a night with a pretty woman.” They made a lazy gesture with their hand. “Mostly to help me sleep.”
“...you see sex workers to treat your insomnia?”
“Something like that. And what about you?”
“Me?” Shae slid her empty glass to the end of the table. “VR, mostly. When I have the time for it, I join the chatrooms and…mingle. If I didn’t have to work, I’d consider…I shouldn’t even be saying anything because the information is classified, but…”
Ryn rubbed their foot against Shae’s ankle. “Just spit it out already.”
She shook her head and swiped Ryn’s drink, drained half of it, and slid it back to them. “Actually, when’s the last time you paid for sex?”
“Why, you offering?”
She fiddled with her glass. “Maybe? I’m not looking for romance. I just thought...”
“That since I pay for it, I’m willing to give it away for free?”
Shae rolled her eyes and gave them a playful kick. “I’m sorry for the way I talk about sex workers. It just got personal for me, Ryn.”
“I might be interested in having a quickie. But is that really what you want right now?”
She gave it up, turning weary eyes to them. Eyes that said she had a harder time sleeping than they did lately. “I just want to feel like I matter to someone.”
Ryn finished their drink and tipped the server. “My place or yours?”
[image: image-placeholder]“When’s the last time you paid for sex?”
That stray thought came as Ryn was on the edge of a productive orgasm, courtesy of a very enthusiastic Shae. It was the enthusiasm that got them; the best pros knew which buttons to push or stroke, but it all felt very mechanical and with one purpose in mind.
And Shae was very determined to give as good as she got, draining the last of Ryn’s stamina.
She sighed and laid still, face nestled in the pillow held firmly in her arms. “You don’t know how much I needed that,” she said, half-muffled into the pillow.
Ryn collapsed beside her, lying face up, one hand resting over their sore junk. “I think I could tell.”
They’d tried several positions, several of which involved Shae riding on top, and giving up after two minutes of effort. Only for Ryn to take that position, their suggestion from the get go.
Their only objection was no face kissing. That level of intimacy never sat right with Ryn, who loathed the saliva filled kisses of their youth, but tolerated as part of the “norm”. Shae seemed disappointed, but Ryn made up for it in other ways.
“What were you saying at the bar? Confidentiality?”
Shae swatted them on the hip. “You want to talk about this now?”
“Yeah? Isn’t that why you brought me home?”  
“Not while I’m basking, Ryn.”
“Bask faster then, damn.” Not that they could blame her. It was easy to slip back into that dreamlike state of the post sex haze, imagining Shae nestled on their lap, a thin bead of sweat trailing from her hairline down to the swell of her belly—
“—reminded me of Shanice, in that—”
And just like that, it was gone.
“What?”
“I said the sim reminded me of Shanice’s predicament. If this technology were widely available, I could see her lining up to be one of the first to upload.”
They sat up and immediately regretted it. “Ugh.” Ryn rubbed their head. “You mean permanently? I thought that was the ambitious dream of a billionaire.”
“It’s reality, or close to it.”
“Whatever it is, I don’t want to know more.” They’d seen enough to be wary, despite being the ever early adopter. Some lines just shouldn’t be crossed.
“But—”
“Too risky.” They didn’t need this kind of stress in their life right now. “And anyway, this whole uploading business…started with eugenics, did it not?”
Tech bros were always scrambling to “fix” things, such as the myth of overpopulation. Their ideal candidates were never able bodied, fair skinned, or wealthy.
Shae fell silent a moment, chewing on her pillow. “That may be, but I see real value in it. And if people like Shanice want an easier life in a permanent sim…why not let them?”
“Is that what you want, Shae? To upload and live a peaceful life doing…” What, exactly? What did Shae Winters get up to when she wasn’t collecting intel or giving her sister hell?
There was the cat, they supposed. The timid calico with the prosthetic leg. It hid from them until tonight, when it shyly batted at their pants leg. Ryn hadn’t thought to ask its name; that would’ve killed the mood. But Shae briefly fawned over it and placed it outside the bedroom.
Shae rolled onto her back, arms spread and hands not quite touching them, but coming close. “I’m tired, Ryn. It’s just me in this apartment, and now I think I’ve lost my sister.”
“You haven’t lost her.”
“We’ve been drifting apart for years now.”
Ryn swung their legs over the bed. “Aight. It’s time for me to head out.” She was getting way too comfortable for their liking.
“Wait!” She shifted behind them. “Don’t you want to spend the night?”
“I told you—I don’t do sleepovers, Shae.” Were this VR, they would’ve bounced ages ago. A hand clasped around their wrist and Ryn froze in place. She almost crushed their hand once already. 
“Will I see you again?”
Ryn’s back broke out in goosebumps. And this was why they preferred the expertise of pros. “I’m the wrong person for that sort of thing.”
“I know, and I’m not looking to date. We could stay in touch, like friends…” Her voice lowered into a purr, and Ryn’s shoulders relaxed. “With benefits.”
“Give me some time to think about it.”
Her grip relaxed. “Besides, I think you’ll enjoy having me around. I have all the juicy details.”
“Don’t oversell yourself, Shae.” They dressed in haste, hoping to catch the next train home.
Though one could never have too many informants…and detectives like Shae were invaluable.
Shae said nothing as they left, but $25 made its way into Ryn’s account.
They smiled at the paltry sum, more than enough for a bowl of their favorite ramen. Ryn stifled a yawn and slumped into a seat on the train, virtually empty at this hour. It had been a long two weeks...
Ryn had never gotten this close to a client before and had no intention of making it a habit. People were a hassle, a liability. A nuisance. Shae was a combination of all three, but she wasn’t entirely bad company.
Aside from Piers, Ryn always worked alone, and Piers was never one for fieldwork. If they had to team up with anyone in the field, it would be Shae. She had that pesky habit of breaking the rules (and into buildings, let’s not forget), boundaries, and bones (not Ryn’s, but she came close). 
No, this wasn’t like usual jobs.
‘You seem happy.’
‘Content, maybe. I’m always like this after sex.’
‘Yes, that’s consistent with—’
‘Burroughs, make a note to send Winters a card over the holidays. And maybe some flowers.’
‘Noted. Anything else?’
‘Kindly fuck off for the next five hours.’




Afterword


Thanks for reading! Early Adopter is just the start of a planned series. For those who prefer longer stories, rest assured this will be the shortest entry of the series. Additional books will be much longer and explore more details only hinted at so far. I have…so much worldbuilding to expound upon, especially the virtual game world.  
I’d also like to write a few chapters from Shae’s POV, and already have part of the second book drafted. The plan is to serialize it on Ream before officially publishing as an ebook and paperback. This second book will feature another case, with less emotional involvement from Shae, but with a few ties to her.
This was my first foray into writing a mystery or detective story, though I’ve read a few and played countless adventure games focused on detective stories. My favorites are usually the ones that have cyberpunk elements or are at least sci-fi. There’s a lot to be said about the ethics of biotech and AI, but I’ll save it for the books.
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