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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
   Soft neon hues of sienna, teal, and cherry red stretched and intermingled between a hundred towering yellow-dotted structures, their shadows enveloping every inch of the city in a sort of exponential void. Angela walked along the rain-drenched sidewalk clutching her umbrella close to her chest. A ghostly beam of light reached down from the top of some industrial monolith. Its light searched aimlessly in the unending sea of pedestrians and traffic and glowing billboards of Coca-Cola, an old Noah Masterson campaign ad, and the latest synaptic patches promising eternal life. 
 
   Her vision filled with transparent text and image notifications as the Mind-fi signal reasserted itself into her Synapath. The usual lag made her dizzy as the day’s information blasted into her cerebral cortex.
 
   She stood staring into space, waiting for the lag to catch up and the dropping sensation in her stomach to slow. When she felt like she could walk again without falling on her face, Angela started toward the street where the Autocab sat waiting.
 
   Damn it. Has it really been a year since my last backup? Angela sighed. Every year, like clockwork, when her annual synaptic backup procedure came along, some primal part of her psyche would come alive and her nerves would set on edge. It wasn't like it was painful or anything. More the sense of enclosure than anything. Angela pushed back the thought as Jordan’s smiling face appeared in the back passenger window of the Autocab. She smiled in return, hoping she’d have the strength to keep smiling when the subject of her appointment came up. 
 
   She was still so disoriented when she walked up to the cab, she almost didn't notice the man standing there watching her. When she did, she instantly recognized him.
 
   "Representative Barton?" She stole a glance at Jordan and he winked in return from inside the cab.
 
   James Barton reached out and the two shook hands. "Miss Bane, I hope you don't mind, I wanted to congratulate you on such a fantastic job today. I tried to get your attention in the courtroom but those hungry reporters were circling like vultures."
 
   Angela laughed. "Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't see you."
 
   "No, no, it's not your fault. Who could blame them? You were the star of the show in there." He beamed.
 
   "Well, I was just about to head out, do you want to share a cab with us or..."
 
   Barton waved at Jordan then looked back at Angela and shook his head. "No, I just wanted to congratulate you. I have my own ride, but thanks." He signaled toward the parking garage down the street.
 
   "I heard about your extended CO2 bill, Mr. Barton. I really hope it passes. We need more people in office like you working on real solutions."
 
   "I appreciate you saying so, Miss Bane. That means a lot coming from someone who's doing so much phenomenal environmental work themselves. You take care, okay?"
 
   Angela nodded and opened the Autocab door. “You too, Mr. Barton.” He turned and started up the street. She stood there smiling, watching him go. She was just about to get in the cab when a deafening boom erupted from the court building and a gust of pressure shoved her violently into the car.
 
   Ash and dust clouded around the vehicle as Jordan scrambled to check Angela’s head. “You’re bleeding.” Beneath some all-encompassing drone of ringing, his voice was distant, foggy.
 
   “I’m okay.” Her own voice came out quiet, muffled. “Oh my God!” She jumped up from the seat and pushed her way past the car door. Jordan yelled out for her, but she couldn’t make out the words as she ran toward the last place she had seen Representative Barton. “Mr. Barton!” The air was thick with dust and debris raining down in a tan and muddy cacophony like some unnatural sandstorm. Sirens and random voices screamed out from some other world. “Mr. Barton!” Her feet struck something on the ground and she toppled over.
 
   She rolled to her knees and there he lay, on the sidewalk, head broken and bleeding and still. Angela reached over and put out her hand to check his pulse. “Someone please! Call an ambulance!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The dreadful silence inside the cab seemed to stretch on forever. Angela stared out the window, watching the buildings flash by blur after blur. Neither she nor Jordan had spoken a word since they’d left the hospital. Representative James Barton was in critical but stable condition, his skull having barely protected his brain from the onslaught of the explosion.
 
   Angela mentally sifted through her email tabs floating translucently before her, framed by the back of the dark blue front passenger seat.
 
   Lucas Dawson                                                                                                  6:33pm
 
   Re: Stuff - Congrats on the win! Listen, if you’ve got some time this Saturday, I wanted to talk to you about… 
 
   Digital Eco                                                                                                  5:52pm
 
   Time to Renew! - It’s that time of the year again. Time to renew your beloved subscription to the best source o…
 
   Immortal Coil Laboratories                                                                      12:47pm
 
   Your Synaptic Backup Procedure: things to be prepared for - Dear Ms. Bane, We here at Immortal Coil Labs would like…
 
   She reached out and squeezed Jordan’s hand. “I…” 
 
   Jordan squeezed back. “There’s no way you could’ve known.”
 
   “I know. It’s just… I had talked myself out of going for my backup. I could have…”
 
   Jordan pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her.
 
   “I’m sorry. I know how much it means to you. I just get so nervous.”
 
   “I know. It’s dreadful, but if anything ever happened to you…” His words hung heavy in the stale air of the cab. 
 
   She looked up at him, wanting desperately to tell him everything. Instead she kissed him long and full on the lips. “After tonight… seeing Barton lying there covered in dust and blood. I realized just how selfish I was being. I’ll call first thing in the morning and confirm my appointment.”
 
   “Good. Tell, you what. I’ll take the day off and keep you company, okay?”
 
   “Yeah. That would be nice.”
 
   She let her head sink into his chest. The weight of what had happened just hours earlier pushed down on her again. They sat huddled together in silence as street lights and signs stretched by like glowing multi-colored liquids streaming together and painting each previous moment onto a disappearing tapestry.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Angela stepped through the front entrance of Immortal Coil Laboratories. The interior was a simple hallway with posters along the walls showing nothing but happy faces in every size, age, sex, and ethnicity. Families huddled together, hands clasped. Young couples, arms draped around each other in loving embrace. Parents, gay and straight, walking hand in hand with little boys and girls in between them. It was all very comforting even if Angela’s cynical side was near to vomiting.
 
   She thought about all those people who hadn’t been quite as lucky as James Barton. Thirty-seven dead. And no one knew why. At the end of the hallway, the elevator doors stood motionless, Angela’s face reflected in their silver surfaces, a line of darkness slicing through the middle of her head.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   In the operating room, Jordan smiled down at Angela, his head floating just above her. Her limbs were already starting to feel numb and soon all sensory input would cease into a deep silent darkness where only her busy mind remained. This was the part that she feared and hated most. The complete lack of any sight, sound, or physical sensation. It was like being a ghost damned to the deepest darkest limbo. And she never failed to panic, in that long moment of nothingness, that it would never cease and she'd be trapped forever.
 
   Jordan took her trembling hand and kissed it. "It's okay, honey. It'll all be over in no time. You'll see." His smile was comforting but not quite enough to hold back the wall of pressure pushing against her heart. For Barton, for all those poor families who lost someone. Her own fear intermingled with the dread of recent events and just like that everything started fading. She struggled to keep feeling Jordan’s hand pressed against hers.
 
   The doctor's deep voice echoed from a million miles away speaking through one long tunnel into her ear, "Everything will go a little dark for a bit now, Miss Bane. There's nothing to worry about. This is perfectly normal."
 
   His words echoed off the edge of the universe and faded into reverberations like clouds floating on the heels of a deadly storm.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The void stretched on forever.
 
   Black as a starless night and free of sound or shape.
 
   How panic could become so real, so culpable in such a senseless state was inconceivable to Angela. And yet it was all she was. Burning, screaming, uncontrollable panic. Every horror, possible or impossible, ran through her mind in tandem. An error in the machinery or some other slip up during the procedure. The building catching fire. Maybe a plane would crash into the room where her brain lay bare. Surely, some giant comet would strike the sky and send the Earth tumbling out of orbit around the sun. Whatever terrible thing flashed into her psyche blew up beyond proportion and before long she was sure it was all happening right now and she would lie there completely helpless to stop it. 
 
   She fought for control of herself, head bursting up from an ocean of mental anguish. Please, Angie, please stop! She tried to picture Jordan's face smiling at her. She could almost see it but so much blackness surrounded her that she wasn't sure there was a way through. Please. She concentrated all her focus on the love of her life and slowly small details began to stretch out and form into some semblance of his face. The lines of his cheek first. Then the short stubble of hair under his bottom lip. The furrow of his brow and the deep blue of his eyes. 
 
   Before long he stood before her, hand held out and smiling. The terror lost hold some and she took a deep mental breath. How could she have ever thought she could live without him? Angela began picturing her body in this previously formless void. First, vague featureless limbs appeared. Then came a torso and a sense of being, mostly alien, but at least somewhat akin to a sense of self. She had focused so much attention on trying to envision both Jordan and herself that the mental pressure had managed to leak away. Now, all she could feel was the sinking pull of creativity. A feeling she nearly didn't recognize at first. One she hadn't felt in probably twenty years back when she was a shy teenage girl with a longing to write poetry and lyrics and stories. 
 
   She dove into the pleasure of it. The sheer mental tingle of making something from nothing was just as exhilarating as it had been so many years ago and she couldn't help but wonder why she'd ever stopped writing. Then just as quickly she wished she hadn't wondered at all as memories erupted around her, filling the void and vaporizing every bit of the mental constructs she'd fought so hard to create.
 
   She was fourteen again and sitting in class, arms huddled together over the paper she was writing on. Without warning, Mr. Kensington swooped up behind her and ripped the sheet of paper from under her arms. 
 
   "What's this, Miss Bane?"
 
   "Um... I..."
 
   "Well, looky here, class. Angie Bane fancies herself a poet."
 
   The entire classroom of eyes bore into her. She could feel her face burning in deep red crimson.
 
   Mr. Kensington giggled for a moment, looking from the paper back at her and then put his hand to his mouth and gave a fake exaggerated cough and began to read in a mocking high-pitched squeal of a voice.
 
   "I long with yearning for your kiss.
 
   "I'm warm and burning from the bliss.
 
   "My sweet darling tempest, will you weather the storm for me and only me?
 
   "Oh, Victor, darling, will you tether your soul to me and only me?"
 
   The class exploded with laughter and Angela ran for the door, tears blurring her path to get there. And as she turned the handle to leave the room, Victor Morgan's voice rose above the rest of the class. "Oh my God, no way!" His words echoed around her body, circling and mocking her.
 
   Then more memories peeled away into one another like slides in some three dimensional viewfinder. Each one more and more painful. And when they were all spent, she found herself back in that empty void and, just like none of it had ever happened, she was all alone again and so afraid.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After…
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   A burst of light explodes into the void, tearing piece after piece of Angela’s reality. Flashes of blurry white erupt from above her. Faces, mouths covered over with blue masks, hover and disappear at random between blinding flashes of light and dark emptiness flitting back and forth. Voices mumble and garble into gibberish then replay in reverse. A single scream penetrates all of reality from some distant place beyond time and space. Thick gray membranous tissue stretches over everything and explodes, blood splattering over walls and ceilings and dripping down into her face. 
 
   Varicose veins grow out of the world and reach across her field of vision. Then those faces return and so do their voices. Words stop stretching and warbling and begin to run together into sentences that make more and more sense. 
 
   "...not responding..."
 
   "...electric impulse ready..."
 
   "...or else we'll have a goddamn Synaptic Redundancy on our hands..."
 
   "...I'm trying, Doctor, but cranial stability is too low..."
 
   "We've got a live one!"
 
   "...in there, Miss Bane? Can you hear me?"
 
   "Blink if you can hear me."
 
   Angela concentrates all her being on her eyelids, pulling with every ounce of strength she can. Slowly, the world around her closes away between dark oval slits then returns.
 
   "We've got contact!"
 
   A few voices sigh in relief.
 
   "Miss Bane, I'm afraid we're going to have to put you under again. You've been the victim of a crime and... well, we've had to make use of your most recent backup to Resuscitate you."
 
   Panic once again grips hold of Angela and she lets out a long loud moan.
 
   "It's okay, sweetie, everything will be just fine."
 
   The world around Angela begins to fade again. 
 
   Those long waves of water between her and reality stretch on and on as voices burst into being in between flashes of static. 
 
   "… really think you should have lied …”
 
   Flash.
 
   “… we don't even know if her body can handle …"
 
   "What do you want me to … ”—flash—“… Rick?”—flash—“Uh, Miss…”—flash—“I'm sorry…”—flash—“… twenty-two years since someone put enough bullets”—flash—“… fucking body”—flash—“… to rip you in half? We've never brought”—flash—“… back like this before.”
 
   Reality reasserts itself for a moment. 
 
   “If she survives, she'll be the first."
 
   "And if she doesn't...
 
   "She'll sure as shit be the last."
 
   Static erupts all around Angela, erodes everything away.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The outside world creeps into view in bright blinding contrast to the dark unconscious state Angela has been cocooned in. She lies in an incline. Beyond the glow of phantom artifacts in her vision, white sterile concrete walls stand surrounding her. Bland colors decorate everything from the furniture to the tiles on the floor to the sheets on her bed. Tubes stretch out from her face and spread along her chest and then tangle their way toward the machines to her left.
 
   The room is empty save for Angela and the stale Stepford vibe within it. Her throat hurts when she tries to swallow and when she doesn't the compulsion to do so is nearly as discomforting. She needs a drink of water. She tries to connect to the local Mind-fi hub to call a nurse but nothing happens. 
 
   Her Synapath is silent.
 
   She finds a remote control and presses the Nurse button then rests her head back against her pillow.
 
   A short moment later, a tall woman with sandy blonde hair tied in a sloppy knot trots into the room all smiles and cheer. "Hello, Miss Bane! How can I help you?"
 
   Angela opens her mouth and tries to speak but her vocal cords clench as if a boot is pressed against them and nothing comes out but low gravely scrapes of sound. 
 
   "Oh, I'm sorry, Miss Bane, I almost forgot. Although we were able to stimulate some of your muscles from their previous atrophied state, some, like your vocal chords, are still going to take some time and therapy to return. I'm afraid, for now, until you've been assigned a physical therapist, you'll need to communicate with us through your Mind-fi hardware."
 
   Angela mouths the words, "I tried."
 
   "Oh, I'm so sorry, Miss Bane, I'm such a dunce sometimes, I must have forgotten to turn it back on." She walks over behind Angela's bed and a tingle goes up Angela's spine and then a bright sparkle flashes in her vision. Angela nods, closes her eyes in concentration. The Mind-fi interface appears transfixed over the inside of her eyelids. She opens her eyes and it remains there, half transparent over her field of vision. She writes her message and then sends it. Your message to ICL_436 has been sent!
 
   The nurse erupts with animation. "Yes, you can have some water, though you'll have to be careful to sip slowly through your straw. Let me get that for you real quick. And of course as soon as the doctor is ready to do his rounds, he'll be able to go over anything you'll need to know." 
 
   She picks up a tan pitcher and pours a cup of water. Angela remembers the last haze of words that floated into her mind just before she went under. Twenty-two years... Her mind scrambles to write out another message and then sends it.
 
   "Yes, Miss Bane, I'm afraid it has been that long now since the, uh... Since you... Twenty-two years, two months, and seventeen days. I'm sorry, I don't know much more than that but, again, I assure you..."
 
   She walks over and pulls a tray up to Angela's chest and sets the cup of water down. 
 
   Angela tries to connect to the internet then. If the nurse won't offer up any answers, maybe she can find them on her own. Her Synapath replies to each of her online commands with the same two-word reply: Connection blocked. She messages the nurse. Uh... Why can't I get online?
 
   The nurse looks away from Angela, flits her gaze between down at her feet and up toward the door. "I'm afraid the doctor has restricted your internet usage until you're able to see a certified psychologist. He just wants to make sure you can handle the... you know... A lot's changed since..."
 
   Angela looks blankly at the nurse, unable to speak and unwilling to reply with her Synapath.
 
   "The doctor should be able to answer any other questions you have." And with that she gives one last plastic-faced grin and flees the room.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Several naps, both voluntary and involuntary, later, and Angela finds herself half awake staring up at a face both familiar and not quite right. The old man smiles, takes her hand in his, tears racing down his face, and sits down.
 
   "I can't believe it." Jordan, or at least, this much older version of Jordan, closes his eyes and takes Angela's hand. Angela stiffens, the familiar cold chill of her own tears simultaneously stings and overwhelms her. Everything is too foreign. 
 
   She looks up as best as she can manage and follows the thin lines of wrinkle crossing, crisscrossing, and stretching across Jordan's face. Where before only facial hair was peppered with gray, now, the entire beard borders that dull line between white and black, and the wavy once-brown hair on his head is stricken with it in swatches. The room becomes distant and unstable around her. What felt like only hours to her has been decades to him and he has the scars to prove it. She can see the physical ones for herself and she can sense the ones unseen that cling desperately to his heart. She sobs soundlessly and Jordan immediately takes her in his arms. "I don't want to hurt you or mess up your tubes or anything." He chuckles then swallows. 
 
   They hold each other for a long while before Angela finally pulls away.
 
   Jordan sighs. "You probably need your rest. I... I should go."
 
   Angela sits silent, staring at the wall.
 
   "Angela?" Jordan's voice is calm but beneath its steady foundation, Angela can hear something else. Something frightened and vulnerable.
 
   She looks at Jordan and opens her mouth, words caught somewhere in the genesis of her thoughts. She isn't even sure she can talk yet but she opens her mouth and gives it a shot.
 
   "Twenty-two years, Jordan... Why—how?" Her throat is raw but the words croak out nonetheless. 
 
   "They told me it couldn't be done... They told me your body was beyond repair." 
 
   "What about Dad, Jordan, can you tell him I'd like to see him?"
 
   Jordan looks at her, mouth open but silent for a long moment, hesitating to say something.
 
   "What is it?"
 
   Jordan turns away. "I didn't even know they were planning to do this. They never told me. The last I knew, they fulfilled their part of the contract by storing your body for five years." He chokes back a sob, takes a deep breath, swallows, and then smiles. "But none of that matters now, Angie. Don't you see?" He hadn't answered her. Why?
 
   He reaches out for her hands but Angela pulls away and turns on her side in her bed. "I'm sorry, Jordan. I think I need to get some rest after all. Why don't you call me in a couple of days and see how I'm feeling? I have a lot of physical and... mental... therapy coming up and I..."
 
   "It's okay. I understand. I'm just so glad to be near you. But I'll give you your space. Better to give you space for a time than forever."
 
   After a long silent moment, the door closes and she knows he's gone. She lets out a long anguished breath. 
 
   Something isn't right.
 
   Sure, she just came back from the dead and there's nothing natural about that but this is something else altogether. She didn't just come back from the dead. 
 
   She was murdered.
 
   Someone wanted her dead. Bad enough to act upon that want, and they were successful. And whoever had done it... if they find out she's alive...
 
   Then she remembers the courthouse that day just before she went in for her backup. Did Barton recover? She hopes so.
 
   And her father... What isn't Jordan telling her?
 
   Angela squeezes her eyes shut and tries like hell not to think about the way her life has cascaded out of control.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Physical therapy proves to be a gruesome experience like no other Angela has ever gone through. Though her limbs work, they don't quite work as well as she thought. Every day she finds a new muscle that either won't do what she wants it to or won't do anything at all. To make matters worse, Teri, her physical therapist, is one hell of a tough bitch. No matter how tired Angela gets, the woman pushes and pushes and pushes her well beyond her limits. One week in and Teri has her sitting on a large plastic ball and making her bend her knees further than they have gone since her Resuscitation. As she pushes down, the ball giving gravity the upper hand over her legs, the tendons and muscles behind her knees stretch and the pulling of it feels like tearing, ripping. 
 
   But Teri won't let her stop until she's at least managed to push farther than she did the day before. Even if she has to grab Angela by the back and push her herself. Those times are the worst. And every night, the nurse wheels her back to her room and she collapses into the bed and immediately goes into a deep dreamless sleep. She goes so long without dreaming these days that she begins to think that dying had killed her dreams. After all, she hasn't had a single one since waking up in that operating room.
 
   But having no dreams, she learns before long, had been a blessing. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dawson sat leaned back against his chair, legs crossed on his desk, hands behind his head. The grin on his face seemed like it could reach around the entire world. Angela laughed.
 
   "Okay, okay. I know you've got something for me, and judging by the smug look on your face, it had better be on fucking fire."
 
   Dawson jerked forward, plopping his feet on the floor and reaching his arms up in the air in a long exaggerated stretch. "You bet your ass it's on fire. You called me to do a job and I did my fucking job. Since when have you known me to fuck around?"
 
   Angela paused then took a deep giddy breath and sat down in the chair in front of Dawson's desk. "Okay, enough theatrics, whatta ya got?"
 
   Dawson grinned again. "Enough theatrics, you say? Well, I'm the keeper of the keys and I say let the theatrics goddamn well commence." And with that he was up on his feet and headed for the small fridge sitting against the far wall.
 
   Angela waited, trying to be patient. She'd been through this song and dance with Dawson more times than she could count. He came up from the fridge with a huge bottle of champagne in hand.
 
   "Oh shit!"
 
   "Uh-huh!"
 
   He set down a glass in front of her and popped open the bottle. The cork burst down to the floor and bounced somewhere under his desk as the bottle bubbled over and they both laughed. He poured her a glass, winked, and handed it to her, then turned and poured his own.
 
   "To Tom Stanley, Wyatt Energy's former network support technician!"
 
   "What?"
 
   "Ol' Tom had an axe to grind and just the right tool to sharpen it."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Here, just drink and then I'll show you." Dawson held his glass up waiting for her to toast it. She gave him one more unsure grin and then clinked her glass against his. She took a quick gulp. Dawson guzzled his until he finished the glass and then slammed it down on the desk, the grin on his face near to bursting open.
 
   "Tom Stanley just happened to have a backup copy of every Wyatt Energy internal log dating back to June of '22. I did a comparison search and it didn't take long to find the right file."
 
   "You're fucking kidding me?" Angela stared at Dawson in disbelief. She'd known whatever he'd gotten would be good, but she hadn't dreamed it could be this good. "You've got to be absolutely fucking kidding me!"
 
   They both laughed so hard and for so long they were in tears and nearly out of breath when Dawson came up for air and poured himself another glass.
 
   Something skipped in reality then and Angela was no longer in Dawson's office. 
 
   "He knows!" Dawson stood before her in the darkness of an old abandoned concrete bridge covered in graffiti. "You have to get out of here before—" There was a crack like thunder and everything went black.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Angela wakes up with a start in her bed. It was a dream, only a dream. But part of it had been real, she was there. The other part... It was so disjointed, so distorted. It hadn't been like the rest of the dream. What she knows for sure is memory. But in that moment when that loud crack had exploded, she was sure then that something happened to Dawson. She sobs at the thought of it. She hasn't heard a word about him since she was brought back to life. It's been Twenty-two years now. He's probably moved on with his career, with his life. But... Maybe not. 
 
   She has to find out. Someone will be able to get her in touch with him if he's still alive. Oh God, I hope he's okay.
 
   Angela takes a deep breath and wipes her eyes and lies back down. Whatever happened she won’t be able to find out now. No. Not without internet or phone access... For now she will have to rest and sleep and hope that maybe her dream was nothing more than that and Lucas Dawson is still alive out there somewhere in the world, charming the pants off of every DA within eyeshot, catching bad guys in the act, and making one hilarious spectacle of bringing hidden knowledge to the forefront one case at a time.
 
   She lies there for what seems like hours just staring at the ceiling. She knows she needs sleep but after the dream she had, she's afraid of what will come next once her mind drifts off to that other place. When time fades inside itself and her thoughts fold outside of that threshold of consciousness, she unknowingly falls into another deep sleep. This time she is granted the good fortune not to have any dreams.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next morning, Nurse Kelly walks in pushing Angela's wheelchair, ready to take her to physical therapy. Angela lets the woman help her into the chair and when she's fully comfortable and ready to go, the nurse informs the guard at the door that they will be leaving. The guard, a tall muscular man in thick black padded body armor, nods and lets them through. Nurse Kelly thanks him and then they start off down the hall toward the elevator. "Miss Kelly, can I ask you a favor?"
 
   "Sure, hon. What is it?"
 
   "I need to get in touch with a colleague of mine. His name's Lucas Dawson, he's a freelance investigator I used to work with on cases."
 
   Nurse Kelly stops the wheelchair for a moment and pulls out an archaic cell phone and begins typing away in it. It's been a long time since Angela saw someone without a Synapath. And a nurse no less. The nurse puts the device back in the long pocket in her smock and grabs hold of the wheel chair. "There we go. I jotted myself a note down so I can make sure and remember to do that. I'll see what I can find out, okay, Sweetie?"
 
   Angela nods. "Thank you so much."
 
   "My pleasure, honey. My pleasure."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   She has the dream again. Only this time the thunder cracks off a moment sooner and just before everything goes black, blood splatters against the concrete floor. She knows it isn't hers. Somehow she knows this beyond a doubt. And yet it doesn't give her comfort. No matter what she learns from the dream otherwise, she’s still sure deep in her heart that something bad happened to Lucas. She fears Dawson hasn't had the second chance that she has. And having had that chance and being almost completely sure he had not, a heavy guilt resonates within her.
 
   And there's something else. Something deeper. But she buries it deeper still. Can't let it out, let it come to the forefront. Doesn't want to.
 
   Again that same question: Why me? Why not someone else? Why now? Why bother trying? 
 
   She'll have to get through therapy and prove she has a full sense of independence again before she can truly answer that question. No one around here will give her a straight response, not even the doctor. Every time she asks, she's given some lame excuse about security or policy or some such. What's clear to her at this point is that someone at Immortal Coil Labs decided to make use of the latest breakthrough in Resuscitation surgery, even though they were no longer contractually obligated to try. Did that someone pick her for a reason? Or did she just fit some anonymous requirements?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Walking into the waiting room of Dr. Nolan's office, Angela is grateful that she's now at the stage in her physical therapy that she can come here by herself and have some semblance of privacy. She muses that maybe now that the physical therapy has gotten her on her feet literally perhaps head-shrinker therapy can help her on her feet emotionally. Although that's the idea, she doesn't have much real faith or expectation in the practice. 
 
   When she's through signing her name, she waits a moment for someone to appear behind the glass wall of the reception office. Nobody materializes so she takes a seat and tries to occupy her mind with what's playing on the local hub's mindstream player. She’s  just getting sucked into some oddball talk show when the program is interrupted and a familiar face brings a wave of relief over her. She smiles at the crawl across the bottom of her Mind-fi screen: Senator James Barton passes brave new bill designed to crack down harder on climate crime.
 
   There’s a scar snaking up the right side of his forehead where the mortar had tried to pummel into his skull but he looks good, fierce.
 
   "I want to thank everyone who supported this bill even in the direst moments of this last campaign season. You are why this bill is moving on to the President's desk as we speak, so please, stop the applause and give yourselves a huge pat on the back."
 
   Maybe there's hope for the human race yet.
 
   Three-fourths into an odd '20s soap opera, Angela's name is called.
 
   She follows the nurse back to a cramped room where a couch, a desk, and several vividly green plants take up an otherwise sterile space. Angela wonders if the plants are synthetic or not. In her day and age, with all the damage rampant climate change caused, it had been unlikely enough to see such a natural site. The state of environmental matters has, of course, been burning in Angela's mind and tugging on her heartstrings ever since she woke up. What little she's found out hasn't been surprising to learn. The sea level has all but swallowed the southern portions of Louisiana, Florida, and Texas. New Orleans is now just a memory. No matter how prepared she might have been from all her years of fighting environmental crime, the impact of what human beings have done to their environment—are continuing to do to their environment—still tears at her heart nonetheless. 
 
   A short dark-skinned woman with black hair and dark brown eyes—Angela wonders if she is of Indian descent—walks into the room and puts out a delicate hand for Angela to shake. "Hello, Miss Bane, my name is Vanessa Nolan, I'll be your therapist while you're here at Centennial Medical Center." 
 
   Angela shakes her hand. "Please, call me Angela."
 
   "I appreciate your courtesy, Angela. Won't you sit down?"
 
   Angela takes her seat. 
 
   "So, I know you've been waiting to get access to the internet and I can understand how important that probably is to you right now. I apologize for the good doctors upstairs for restricting your access for a time, but I believe it would be best to discuss some things that have occurred since your... time away... that will take some adjustment and could prove to complicate your physical and emotional rehabilitation."
 
   Angela nods. "I see..." The tension of not knowing what must have amounted to a metric ton that has happened since her unsuccessful demise is now tight as a twisted rope.
 
   "I'm going to just go ahead and get the worst out of the way. Angela... I'm afraid your father is no longer with us." She sits there watching intently as Angela takes in her words. She was prepared for them. They were the words, after all, she most expected when her father neither called nor showed up to visit since she was Resuscitated.  But no matter how prepared she thought she would be, she isn't. There is no real preparing for the loss of someone so completely intertwined with your heart and your mind.
 
   After a moment of tear-filled silence, Dr. Nolan takes out a small box of tissues and offers it to Angela. Angela takes the entire box instead of bothering with just a few individual sheets. 
 
   "I'm sure that's a rough thing to hear right now—or any time—but I want you to know that I'm here to help you through it in any way I can."
 
   Angela nods. 
 
   "So, I thought we could do some exercises to help you create ways to cope with your loss, with your stress, and with the potentially difficult effects of your Resuscitation."
 
   After nearly an hour of discussing Angela's feelings about the passing of her father, Dr. Nolan confirms Angela's penultimate fears: Lucas Dawson had, in fact, been shot to death on the same night and in the same location as Angela. A chill blasts up Angela's spine and that lonely guilt follows it straight to her heart.
 
   "I can't believe they're both gone."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Hours pass and the world around Angela moves on its own, gliding past her like the long ghosting of neon city lights. Without realizing it, she's managed to come back to her room and sit on her reclining hospital bed and stare into some random local mindstream. But now the world around her is slowing down and she's catching up. She wants nothing more, at this moment, than to go back to the dark abyss of death. At least when she was dead she hadn't known loss or fear or pain. But now she knows it well... All too well.
 
   She sits without moving for hours, pushing her mind deeper and deeper into the recesses of that emotional canyon that has become her heart. 
 
   And yet, she feels detached from it all in a way she can't understand or possibly describe. 
 
   Every time she thinks back to her life before that last backup, something jagged cuts through her recollection like a long stretching crack in a mirror reflecting back two different halves of herself. Something within her body feels alien, maybe her entire body, maybe just the parts she knows weren't part of her original makeup at birth. She lets the tears stream down in another long period of haze before she lies back and falls into a deep dreamless sleep.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When she wakes up, that older man who had once been her Jordan—who had once been her lover—stands hunched just above eye level watching her with a desperate puppy-dog expression. "Hey there, Angie. You get enough rest?" 
 
   The memory of their last encounter and Jordan's hesitation to tell her about her father suddenly comes flooding into her heart and she fights back the urge to slap him across the face.
 
   "Honey, what's wrong?"
 
   Angela turns away from him for the second time since re-emerging from the other side of the grave. "Why didn't you tell me?"
 
   "Angie, they wouldn't let me. They said you weren't ready..."
 
   Angela shoves the tray table with one quick jolt sending its contents all over the floor with a crash. "Fuck Them, Jordan! This is you and me we're talking about here. You and me! Do you understand?"
 
   Jordan stands staring at her, his jaw slack open, "I..."
 
   "I think you should leave." She sits there staring at the far wall and staring at the head of Jordan's shadow as if it were the real Jordan and the one behind her was just some half-sketched carbon copy of the man she fell in love with. When he doesn't comply, she turns and, with tears streaking what little makeup she had applied that morning, she screams, "GO!"
 
   Jordan drops his gaze, nods, and turns and leaves.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   A dark landscape stretches out before Angela, barely visible, and yet visible enough to make out the fact that it stretches far beyond the horizon. Angela begins walking, free of the hospital, free of her own emotions, in this limitless expanse. The sky winks down to her in flashes of electric blue and purple. She knows it's just a dream, but considering the dreams she's had of late, she's just happy it's not another broken mirror aiming at her past. A breeze combs through the tall black trees ahead of her and a sort of silver misting rain begins to fall. Purple and blue twinkles glint off of the rain drops and each one is nearly blinding just for a second in time. 
 
   The rain feels cool and soft on her skin. Comfortable. The wind picks up suddenly and several branches rip away from a nearby tree, flying across the sky. A flash of blue lightning reveals an enormous vortex of black cloud swooping down from the heavens just this side of the horizon. A rumbling grows around Angela and she can see now that the tornado is headed her way. Time jumps ahead in a glitch of color and the giant undulating vortex towers above her, a dark twisting mouth reaching down from the invisible face of God.
 
   She turns to run but the winds reach out like tentacles and grab her by the ankle sending her face-forward to the ground. She stretches out her arms and digs her nails into the muddy gravel of the road she had been walking on seconds before. A scream wrenches out of her as her legs are pulled up behind her, dangling feet rising toward the maw of the storm. Her nails begin to scrape as the rest of her body follows suit with her legs and feet. The feeling of weightlessness sends her stomach into her chest.
 
   Limbs fighting every inch of rain and wind pulling her in, her body lifts faster, higher, in violent fury and, upon entering the solid black eye of the vortex, everything goes dark.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Lucas Dawson's body lay still on the ground as Angela shook and shook it, trying to wake him from that place where up until the last thirty years, people didn't come back from. But Lucas hadn't come back had he? Terror took hold of the edge of her heart, squeezing its fluttering rhythm. She realized that whoever pulled the trigger that made all these large grotesque gaping holes of blood and meat on Lucas's body, well, that person was just behind her now. Biding his time... Waiting. For what she didn't know, didn't understand, but he was not quite ready to fill her body up with bullet holes just yet. Angela felt like a child playing a deadly game of hide and seek. She turned and looked up at the man standing at the end of the dark garage. She couldn't quite see his face, but she knew then and there that he had done it. He was the one who killed her. Killed Dawson.
 
   The smile on his otherwise blurred face was unsettling and, hands covered in Dawson's blood, Angela stood up slowly, raising them above her head. "Please..."
 
   The man stepped out of the shadows, his face coming into the light and yet, somehow, she still couldn't make it out as a flash sent all of reality through a pinhole of fire.
 
   Then, complete and utter nothingness.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The sounds and lights of the hospital burst into Angela's senses as her eyes open into slits. Everything is blurry but she can make out two of her nurses standing over her, concerned looks on their faces. But that's not very interesting to her now. No. What has her full and undivided attention is the man standing just beyond them. He too looks concerned, but another expression is mixed in there and Angela's not quite sure what it is, what it could be. He stands tall with just a slight hunch, exuding a jagged sense of confidence. A thick weathered black trench coat hangs from his body like an angel's wings collapsed and folded at rest. Dark stubble caresses his cheeks and hazel eyes peek out from shaded brows.
 
   "Are you feeling all right, Miss Bane?" Nurse Kelly asks.
 
   Angela nods then takes a sip of water the other nurse offers her then coughs. "I'm fine. Why?"
 
   The two nurses look at each other then look back at Angela and Nurse Kelly speaks. "You were probably just having a nightmare, but we nearly had to restrain you. You wouldn't wake up and you were just about to make your way off of your bed. And your timing couldn't be better let me tell you, you have a visitor."
 
   Angela looked at the man standing almost pressed against the far wall of the room. "I see that."
 
   The man gives a weak grin and nods then looks back to the nurses. "Could you leave us alone, please?"
 
   The two nurses turn back to Angela and she nods the same. "I'm fine."
 
   Nurse Kelly gives Angela a wink the man can't see and Angela can't help but smile as the two women leave the room. 
 
   When they're gone a heavy awkward silence replaces them for a long moment before the man in the long black trench coat begins to speak.
 
   "I'm sorry to bother you, Miss Bane. I've been assured that you're recovering quickly—"
 
   "And you are?"
 
   "I'm sorry—ma'am—Detective Maddox. I worked on your case... the one... you..." He takes a deep breath and closes his eyes for a moment. "You'll have to forgive me. This is pretty new to me—I've dealt with Resuscitated victims before, but they were all within a two or three year time span... I worked on your murder case, Miss Bane. Off and on for twenty-two years, I worked your case—through three captains—all of which told me many times how much I was wasting my time. Anyway, I found out a few days ago about your—about your operation—and I wanted to come talk to you. See if maybe you knew anything that might..." He rolls his arm in a gesture of moving things along. "I don't know. Anything of use, I guess."
 
   The two stare at each other for a long moment. Angela tries hard to process everything he just said. She knew she had been dead, had been murdered, knew someone had had to work the case, and apparently now she knows who that someone was. She feels a morbid sense of gratitude and yet also a guarded sense of embarrassment. This man probably saw her lifeless naked body. Saw the wounds that cut her down to shreds. She hasn't learned the exact details yet, hasn't wanted to, but she knows enough about Resuscitation to realize that for her body to have been unable for so long to be brought back, it must have been a massacre.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Vanessa Nolan watches Angela with a detached curiosity. "Tell me about the dreams. You say you're seeing things from... your murder?"
 
   "Yes and no. I'm seeing Lucas Dawson's murder and then I see a man... And then... nothing. Everything goes away."
 
   "And this started before or after Detective Mattox came to visit you?"
 
   "Before... Although, I did have another dream after I met him." Angela laughs. It's a dry humorless sound. "But we didn't talk about the murders themselves much. He asked me questions about my past, people I was involved with up until my last backup."
 
   "Well... Regardless, it's perfectly normal given that murders are the most excitable thing for your mind to latch onto. It only makes sense that your brain would make that connection after meeting the man charged with finding your killer."
 
   "I don't know. It's like... It's like it's more than that. These dreams are too vivid. I think... I think somehow... I might actually be… remembering."
 
   "I can understand how you might feel that way, Miss Bane, but I assure you, given the seven-month gap between your last backup and the murders, there's no way you could remember what happened."
 
   Angela shifts uneasily. She had expected this. Had expected worse maybe even. Caricature-like envisionings of Dr. Nolan laughing in her face in some terrible carnival-mirror visual flashed through her mind.
 
   "Is there no way at all? I mean, I'm not a brain surgeon or a synaptic data expert, but is it completely impossible?"
 
   Now it was Dr. Nolan's turn to shift with unease. "Well... I don't think so, but I'll admit I'm no expert in that field either. Perhaps..." She reached down behind her desk and the long scrape of a drawer opening echoed off the wall behind her. Dr. Nolan pulled out an old-fashioned address book and began flipping through it. "Ah, there he is—I have a colleague—an old friend—who is an expert. Maybe he can shed some light on this." She gives Angela a long serious look. "However... I want to reiterate that I think this could be a long shot. I'm only checking because there's a shadow of a doubt here. If he tells me there's no way at all that you could be remembering anything after your last backup, you're going to have to be willing to accept that these dreams are nothing more than that. Simple dreams."
 
   Angela nods and gives a half-hearted smile. "I can live with that. Thank you, Dr. Nolan."
 
   "You're very welcome, Miss Bane."
 
   A long awkward silence grows and builds between them.
 
   Angela hesitates for a moment and then speaks. "There is one other thing..."
 
   Dr. Nolan lifts an eyebrow. "Yes?"
 
   "Well... It's kind of crazy but..." Angela breaks eye contact and stares out the window as she continues to speak, watching thick rain spatter against the street outside as Autocabs zoom by and crowds of pedestrians collide into each other on their way to wherever it is they're going. "...I don't feel quite myself since the operation."
 
   Dr. Nolan sits up in her seat and marks something down in her tablet. "Go on..."
 
   "When I first woke up the time between my backup and my Resus seemed to me to be seamless. One minute I was in limbo waiting for the procedure to be over, the next I was in surgery. But for the past week now a clear division has started to form in my mind between the two. And there's this... fear—anxiety, I guess, that I'm not really Angela Bane at all."
 
   Dr. Nolan coughs and searches the ceiling for words for several moments then takes a deep breath. "This is a large part of why we're here, Miss Bane. Many Resuscitated individuals feel a sort of disconnect with their backup self. However, it is highly possible this feeling may become even stronger in your case. As we've talked about before, prior to your Resus, the procedure wasn't possible more than three years after time of death. A lot has changed in the last twenty-two years as we've discussed and will continue to discuss in our sessions. This will take a lot of adjustment. It's perfectly normal for your mind to compartmentalize overwhelming and extraneous information. This is why I want you to take things in slowly. So your mind can have a chance to consume it without the risk of serious avoidable mental or emotional repercussions."
 
   Angela sighs. "So, I'm guessing no internet still?"
 
   "I'm afraid not."
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   A light knock at the door brings Angela back from her thoughts. She looks to the wooden grain of the door, wishing she could get away from everything and everyone for just a while. "Come in."
 
   Jordan peeks his head in. She nods sideways to signal for him to do what she's already said to. He steps in and closes the door behind him.
 
   "Hey, how are you feeling?"
 
   Angela doesn't look him in the eye as she answers. "I'm here. Dealing with everything one piece at a time, I guess. You?"
 
   Their eyes meet for a split second and Angela looks away. 
 
   "I suppose my answer isn't much different from yours though I can hardly imagine what you're going through."
 
   The distance between them seems unending, yet, for Angela, right now, it couldn't be far enough. "I'm sorry about throwing you out before. But, I..."
 
   "I understand... I mean—I don't! But I'm doing my best to and I can at least empathize and try to imagine how difficult all this is for you."
 
   More of the same. Angela isn't sure if she's more annoyed with the monotony of his speech or the way she's annoyed with it. She knows she should forgive him but she can't find it within herself to do so just yet. And maybe it's more than that. Maybe...
 
   "Jordan, I'm not just having trouble adjusting to the Resus. I've been feeling a lot of things lately. Some of them were maybe even there before the... before my last backup. I think I'm going to need some time to figure these things out. I need you to be willing to give me some space. I understand you coming here today after the way I threw you out, but after today, I'm going to need you to wait until I come to you. Okay?"
 
   Jordan stands there watching her, eyes a mix of pain and something else. Is that anger? He swallows and then opens his mouth and speaks with a calculated coldness.
 
   "I know about you and that private investigator. Dawson? I've known for quite some time."
 
   Angela freezes inside. 
 
   "I knew then, and I... I was going to let it go now that he's gone. I was going to let it go and I was going to give us another chance."
 
   Dawson's words from Angela's dream hit her again like a ton of bricks. He knows. The air in the room presses down on her and she reaches for the plastic remote at her side.
 
   "And now you say you need some time—to wait till you come to me? You never came to me. You'll never come to me."
 
   Fists at his side and jaw hanging open and trembling, Jordan glares at Angela for one short moment before storming out the door, slamming it on his way out.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Detective Maddox paces around Angela's room as she talks. "And then he told me he knew about the... affair Dawson and I had and he got really angry and left. But it dawned on me... If he knew... maybe..."
 
   Maddox stops and turns to face her. "He was our first suspect, you know." He walks over and takes a seat by Angela's bed. "We checked all the usual stuff, bank accounts, insurance policies, potential side relationships.... We found nothing."
 
   "I never told anyone about Dawson. And I don't think he ever did either. I mean, it wasn’t even long before my backup that I ended it—"
 
   "All right, well, in that case, I'll do some digging and see what I can find. Maybe there's something in the original evidence that I missed or that will make more sense now." 
 
   Angela nods. "Thank you."
 
   Maddox looks at her, an odd expression held back but coming out through his eyes. One Angela can't place. He opens his mouth to speak but turns away. Then he looks at her again and nods. "I'll be in touch, Miss Bane."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Angela walks into Dr. Nolan's office and takes a seat. Nolan looks up for a split second and nods. "Sorry, I have some last minute notes to look over, I'll be right with you."
 
   Angela smiles, sits back, and crosses her legs.
 
   After a long few minutes, Dr. Nolan finally looks up at her with her full undivided attention, her face more cheerful than usual. "So I've been keeping up with your charts for the past few weeks and I'm pretty comfortable where things are going. How would you feel about getting out of here, going back home?"
 
   Angela sits up in her seat, grabs hold of the arm of the couch to steady herself.
 
   "You'd still need to come and see me once a week and I'll be more than happy to give you my contact information in case of emergencies."
 
   "Yeah... I mean... I was just waiting on internet, thinking—"
 
   "Well, really, once you have access to the outside world like that, there's not going to be much point in keeping you out of it in the physical realm. You're going to have to move on with your life sooner or later and given your progress, I think now could be just that time."
 
   "Um... home... About that..."
 
   "There's nothing to worry about. From my understanding, Immortal Coil has kept up your lease and sends out a housekeeper at least once a week."
 
   This is more than just news to Angela. It's a surprise she isn't quite ready for. She's come here with every intention of keeping what she found out about Jordan to herself. Keeping the affair to herself, but now she isn't sure she's making the right choice. "Well, okay, then. I didn't realize... I don't get it."
 
   Dr. Nolan shrugs. "Perhaps someone extended your contract with ICL? Your father perhaps?"
 
   Angela fights to hide the worry growing in her stomach. Maybe it had been her father after all. "I suppose either way, I shouldn't look a gift horse in the mouth, huh?"
 
   Dr. Nolan shakes her head and smiles. Then her expression immediately changes. "Oh, and I almost forgot. I spoke with that colleague I told you about and he said what you were telling me about isn't completely unheard of. The phenomena is often referred to as Dream Static because of how it first manifests in the patient. Sometimes the old brain tissue still retains bits of memories and upon reanimation, those synapses can connect and reincorporate with those that were backed up. It's really rare though but it sounds like you could actually be remembering some things."
 
   "Oh, wow. Okay. Thank you for letting me know."
 
   "If it is Dream Static that you’re experiencing, you could eventually begin to remember things in a conscious state. We can discuss that some more at your next session."
 
   Angela nods, gets up and shakes Dr. Nolan's hand and, after getting her contact information and the two exchanging a few pleasantries, Dr. Nolan hands Angela a release form to give to her nurse.
 
   Though the situation is odd and she worries just who's behind the whole ICL business, Angela is too happy, too excited to let those things get in her way. She's getting out of this place. She's going to be free.
 
   She's going home.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The sky looks at least three shades darker over the city as the Autocab takes Angela home. She recognizes many buildings and immediately notices how they've aged since she last saw them. She also notices new structures rising up to the sky like arms reaching for the heavens. She fights the urge to weep when she sees the smog line hanging just over the top of the Atlas building in the center of downtown. Twenty-two years that she could have been making a difference for the better had been wiped away just like that. That old part of her that wanted to change the world perked up inside and took hold of her heart. But this new Angela feels most things with a distant sort of numbness that keeps her guarded even from herself. 
 
   For the first time in her life, though it is now her second chance, she feels a void of hope, a void of any sense of control or ability to change the vast landscape around her. She is too small now. Too small in too large of a world that has more than doubled in size since she was last in it.
 
   The condo comes into view above her, inviting in its familiarity. And yet, ominous too.
 
   She thanks the cabbie and gets out, just her and the clothes on her back. The Autocab zips off and she stands there alone staring up into the dim grayed glow of the sun seeping in through the clouds just over the roof of the building.
 
    
 
                               ***
 
    
 
   The door opens just fine after scanning her left retina, just like always. She steps inside and looks around the living room. Everything is just as she remembers it the last time she had been here. All of her photo screens are still in place on the walls, family members smiling back at her through even more of a time warp than before. Some long gone now, others still so recently passed and even more recently to her. She walks around the room, trying to connect with that sense of home that it had once so easily snuggled her into. But it's cold now. Empty. Just another shell in a world without substance.
 
   She sits down on the black leather sofa and closes her eyes. 
 
   "You could've told me they were letting you out, you know." Jordan's voice stops the air in Angela's lungs. She opens her eyes and there he is standing over her, that same broken, furious expression on his face.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   "What are you doing here, Jordan?" She hopes the fear isn't coming out in her voice.
 
   He turns away from her and paces around the room. "I thought about what you said, and I'm sorry, Ange, but you owe me more than that!" His feet stomp against the hardwood floor in rhythm with the emphasis of his voice. "Eh? Don't you think? Don't you think I deserve better?"
 
   Angela hides her clenched fists under her arms and stiffens, her body pressing more firmly to the couch. He's blocking the door and there's nowhere else she can run. She takes a long deep breath and decides to try and talk her way through this. And if he won't listen to reason, maybe she can distract him, get away long enough to...
 
   "I don't see it that way, Jordan. You definitely deserved better than the way I treated you, the things I did before. But I'm not that person anymore. I'm not even sure who I am now."
 
   Jordan's face grows more and more crimson with every word that comes out of her mouth.
 
   "Oh? You don't see it that way? Really? You fuck another man and now after all this time, I'm just supposed to understand that you're not the SAME?"
 
   Angela flinches as Jordan's voice echoes off the wall behind her. "I..."
 
   "You what?" He bends down, his eyes boring into hers and whispers, almost hisses, "You what?"
 
   "I'm sorry, Jordan. I'm so sorry." Tears stream down her face and although they're real, coming from sincere emotions, she's not letting them fall to relieve herself. His eyes soften and he stands and turns away. 
 
   "I have to pee, Jordie. I'll be right back and we can talk about this some more, okay?" He doesn't answer, just stands there, trembling. Angela rises on shaky legs and walks as steadily as she can toward the bathroom. Once the door closes behind her, she locks it and takes a deep breath. When she manages to keep her breathing from one step above erratic, Angela sends out a message from her Synapath. She creeps over to the toilet and sits down, eyes locked on the crack beneath the door.
 
   The floor creeks and footsteps echo in from the hallway. "Angie? You there?"
 
   She squeezes her eyes shut, hands shaking in her lap, and holds her breath. The tips of his brown leather shoes press into the crack beneath the door. She can hear his breathing through the thick wood.
 
   Silence walls between them as the air grows heavy. "Honey, what's wrong? I'm sorry I lost my temper. It's been so long, and it was so awful finding out what you did and then you were gone and..."
 
   Something slow and writhing grows within the terror Angela’s struggling against. 
 
   "Angie, please." There's a tinge of ice in his voice that she isn’t sure he meant to let out. "Angie, I don't want to hurt you but—" There’s a slam against the door from the outside and Jordan’s shoes scuff the floor.
 
   "But what?" A male voice. Deep, authoritative. It takes a minute for Angela to recognize it, to realize Jordan isn’t busting down the bathroom door to come after her. 
 
   "Whoa, whoa, what's going on?" Jordan says.
 
   Sounds of a struggle muffle in from the hallway and then silence.
 
   "It's okay, Miss Bane, it's safe to come out now, I have everything under control."
 
   Angela opens the bathroom door. Jordan lies on the floor, his hands cuffed behind his back and Detective Maddox standing over him, flustered.
 
   "What the fuck is going on here?" Jordan yells.
 
   Angela has to hold back the fury threatening to claw out of her. She takes a deep breath. "Like you don't know, Jordan. Just what in the hell were you going to do?"
 
   "I wasn't going to hurt you. I just wanted to talk. I just wanted to make you understand. I didn't want to hurt you, I wanted you to understand."
 
   Maddox buds in, "Is that why you killed them?"
 
   Jordan’s head jerks up, sending a line of spittle into the air and across the floor. "What?"
 
   Maddox pulls him up to his feet. "You have a right to remain silent—"
 
   "What the fuck did I do? I didn't even do anything? I was just talking to—"
 
   "Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law—"
 
   "Wait a minute, are you even listening to me?"
 
   "You have a right to an attorney—"
 
   "I... Angela, tell him! We were just talking—"
 
   "If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided for you..."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   "I'm afraid we don't have enough to hold him more than one night. But I have some tests going and some other queries I should be hearing back from soon."
 
   Angela nods. All around them police officers and various other people, from handcuffed criminals to business stiffs and the like, scatter about the precinct. "I don't even know what to think now. He was so angry and I remembered Dawson saying those words, 'He knows,' and I just panicked. And when he came to the door I was sure he was going to kill me until... until he started talking."
 
   "Angela, he was right up against that door ready to break it down. I heard him say, 'I don't want to hurt you but'—trust me, in my line of work when someone says something like that to a spouse or family member it's because they are about to hurt them."
 
   Angela sighs. "Yeah, I don't know what else he could have meant."
 
   "I think it's safe to say whatever it was, it wasn't good. Look, I'm sorry it took me so long to get there."
 
   "No, don't be. You got there just in time. I need to get out of here, though. Could you take me home please?"
 
   "I’m not sure..."
 
   "Please... I just need to get out of here."
 
   "Why don’t I call you an autocab instead? I can cover the tab—"
 
   “Please…”Angela watches him for a long moment, waiting.  
 
   “Okay. Give me about ten minutes to finish up some paperwork and then we can get going.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Maddox brings the car to a stop in front of Angela's building and the two sit in silence for a long time. Outside, billboards light up barely visible through the lowering smog. The night sky is pitch black and starless and Angela can't imagine sleeping in her bed alone tonight.
 
   "You want to come up for a drink or something?"
 
   Maddox looks over at Angela, his expression lost in thought. "I really should probably be going."
 
   "Please, Detective?"
 
   Maddox sighs, gives a curt, polite smile and then kills the engine. "Yeah, sure... why not? But please. Call me Johnny."
 
   The condo is just as alien to Angela as they enter. Just as alien as every movement she's made since Maddox arrested Jordan. It's as if a tether’s been holding her to her old life this entire time but now that tether has been cut and she is free to move forward. Without another thought she turns and puts her lips to Maddox's, pressing her tongue into his mouth and grabbing hold of his body and pulling it to hers. She feels the pressure of him against her and the return of his soft kiss then he pulls away, deliberately, suddenly. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Miss Bane, I shouldn’t be… we shouldn’t be… I really have to go—”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Angela lay on the concrete floor, Dawson's blood on her hands, when the man stepped forward, his face coming into full view. Something inside her unconscious body jerked as she realized she still couldn’t make out the man’s face. He stepped up to her, slowly reloading his weapon, smiling that same sinister smile as he had in her last dream. He laughed, "I’m not very happy with you, Miss Bane. You see, you and your boyfriend here have been sticking your noses in the wrong fucking place looking for this Nashville Bomber. It was starting to be a real problem. Well, I'm here to make sure the problem is solved." His grin grew and he lifted up the loaded gun and the last thing Angela saw was the dark cavernous hole in the barrel of the gun before everything flashed away into nothing.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Angela wakes up sobbing and near to screaming, pushes herself up in the bed. That face. She still can’t make it out, but she knows now.
 
   It wasn't Jordan. 
 
   Near to hyperventilating, Angela bursts up and struggles to put her clothes on.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   "All right, first thing's first, I need you to focus on the face you saw in your dream, can you picture it in your mind?" Maddox asks Angela in a calming voice. 
 
   She nods. “Yeah, but it’s blurry…” 
 
   "That’s okay, as soon as you have the memory clear in your mind, I need you to send it to my Synapath and I'll see what I can make of it, okay?"
 
   “Yeah, I appreciate it.” Angela sits up, still shaking, stares off in the distance.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Angela sits at the kitchen table, hair everywhere, clothes in a mess on her body, trying once again to get a response from Jordan's Synapath.
 
   "Are you sure he got out this morning?"
 
   Maddox sets the coffee mug down in front of him and swallows. "Yeah, I'm sure. He should be back out on the street by now."
 
   Angela's face is contorted with emotions as she tries again.
 
   Maddox looks at the floor awkwardly. "Look, about last night—"
 
   “I’ve just…”—Angela reaches across the table and takes his hand in hers, Maddox doesn't pull away or object but his face flushes—“…been feeling so alone.” She pulls her hand away gently, tries to hide the flash of rejection that just pulsed through her. “But right now I just need to tell Jordan I’m sorry."
 
   Maddox looks at her, nods then takes another gulp of coffee.
 
   Angela gives a sad smile, face stained with tears and makeup and worry. After a while she comes back to the real world around her and looks up at him. "All right, I sent Jordan a message. Maybe when he cools down he'll read it." She sips her own coffee and takes a deep breath. “Will you promise me something?”
 
   Maddox sits quiet for a long moment. “Depends.”
 
   “Help me find the motherfucker.”
 
   He doesn’t speak at first, but when he does his words come out steady, careful. “Listen, Angela. I’m not even supposed to be working your case. I probably shouldn’t even be here.”
 
   “But you are here.”
 
   His shoulders droop, eyes downcast. “I am…”
 
   “All right then. It’s settled. We both want to find this guy, we both work together. Partners?” She reaches out her hand for Maddox to shake.
 
   He laughs. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
 
   “Not even a little bit. What can you tell me about the Nashville Court Bomber?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Angela waits in Maddox's cruiser in the parking lot of the local station. She studies the cracks in the interior, the mess of papers on the passenger floorboard, follows the digital characters on the LCD with her fingers. Maddox walks up to the car, smiling. He gets in and closes the car door, starts the engine, stares forward for a long moment, savoring Angela's suspense.
 
   "Well?"
 
   "Well, I have it."
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "Every last bit of it?"
 
   "I think so. But there's really no way to know for sure. We'll just have to take what we can get and hope something turns up."
 
   Angela nods. "I'm surprised you didn't have to get a court order or something."
 
   "Yeah, about that. I know a guy... Owes me a favor or two." He gives Angela a shy side glance and she grins.
 
   "Well, thank goodness for small favors."
 
   Maddox laughs, puts the car in gear. "Small. Right."
 
   "So, let's go take a look."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Every note, every picture, every lead, every file that Dawson had stored on his Synapath sits, represented on Angela's wall screen by silver icons. She stands up close to the screen gesturing through files as Maddox sits back on the leather couch and puts his feet up on a matching footstool. "Maybe it would be easier if you searched by keyword."
 
   Angela turns and gives Maddox a death look. "You think?" Maddox raises his hands in a defensive gesture and Angela's frown melts into something like a smile. She turns and focuses on the screen and then the words, "Nashville Court Bomber" pop up on the screen and a progress wheel begins to turn.
 
   Searching...
 
   Strings of letters appear creating sentences and paragraphs and before long a huge list of files and folders sits in the results box. 
 
   "Okay, looks like he has a number of files and folders with reference materials, news clippings, police statements, and what not, but I don't see anything here that looks like something Dawson found on his own."
 
   Maddox gets up and walks over to the screen and fingers down the list one item at a time. "Yeah, I remember a lot of these articles. Nothing original here, looks like. Let me try..." The search stops and a new one is initiated. "Leads."
 
   Searching...
 
   Searching...
 
   Searching...
 
   Searching...
 
   Searching...
 
   A single folder pops up in the results box: Leads.
 
   Angela and Maddox share a glance of excitement. The folder opens and a long list of files covers the entire screen then a scroll bar appears to the right and shrinks. 
 
   "This may take some time." Maddox squints as he leans closer to the screen.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Several hours and two hundred and eighty-seven files later, Angela steps away from the screen, exhausted, and collapses into the couch. "Maybe we should call it a night for now?"
 
   Maddox continues poring over files, carefully notating potential candidates as he goes. "If you need to get some sleep, I can go and work on this at home."
 
   Angela looks up at him, thinking for a long moment. On one hand, she's afraid of being alone tonight, on the other, she doesn't want him to think she needs somebody to protect her... even if right now, she kind of maybe does. 
 
   "Or you could just stay here, come to bed with me, or if you'd rather keep sifting through that mess tonight, you can do that too." She lets out a long sigh. "Listen... I don't want to come on too strong. I don't typically do this. It’s not like I’ve ever come back from the dead after twenty-two years and found myself at the center of a murder case before..." She looks away. "I like you. I don't want to be alone and everything is crashing down on me right now and I don't know how to deal with it all."
 
   Maddox stops what he's doing and stands there a long moment, taking in her words. "I know. I couldn't even hope to imagine what you're dealing with."
 
   "Stay then. I don't want to be alone tonight."
 
   Maddox gives a sheepish smile. "I will. But I think, if you don't mind, I'm gonna keep looking at this for a while and then I’ll sleep on the couch when I'm done..."
 
   Angela nods, gets up. "Goodnight," she calls out down the hall when she gets to the bedroom doorway.
 
   "Goodnight. Get some rest."
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Angela wakes up the next morning alone in her bed. The sense of disappointment mixes with an odd sense of relief and all the previous night's conversation comes flooding back. She feels so separate from the person she was before she was murdered, she often wonders to herself What would Angela do? The real Angela...
 
   She smiles.
 
   Right now Angela would have a hot cup of coffee.
 
   She gets out of bed and gets dressed. When she comes out into the living room she's surprised to find Maddox still awake reading over files on a small tablet in his lap. 
 
   "Hey there."
 
   He looks up at her and smiles. "Hey. I think I've found something."
 
   "Oh, yeah?"
 
   "Oh yeah. Like big time. Tons of photos of Noah Masterson, the tech mogul, and a bunch of files having to do with some organization he was involved with back in the 20s and 30s called the Earth Hope Foundation."
 
   "The Earth Hope Foundation, yeah, I remember that. It was a big environmental/space science movement to find solutions to climate change, overpopulation, the future of mankind, that sort of thing. It was one of the first initiatives that inspired me to go into environmental law when I was a kid." Angela grins with nostalgia and pours a hot steaming cup of coffee. "Masterson was part of that? Are you kidding me? I can't imagine him pushing for anything other than full Mars colonization."
 
   "Well, yeah, from what I'm reading in here, that's exactly what he did from within the org. He was on the space science side of things, pouring money into research and development of a complete Mars immigration."
 
   "That's him! Ever the pessimist ready to burn our world to cinders in the afterburn of a rocket to the red planet."
 
   Maddox gives Angela a good long look over. "I take it you're not a fan..."
 
   She shakes her head. "Are you kidding me? I've spent my entire life fighting for this planet. It's all we've got. Even after over a hundred years of studying Mars, we're nowhere closer to finding a way to make it truly habitable. We'd be better off expending our energy trying to save the planet we've got."
 
   Maddox nods thoughtfully. "Okay. Fair enough." He looks back through some files. "Well, any idea why Dawson might have so much data on him and this Earth Hope org? Given his position on environmental issues, I seriously doubt he was the Nashville Court Bomber. I mean, every single bombing was more than just a little bit obviously aimed toward corporations breaking serious environmental codes.”
 
   “Whoever it was was doing more harm than good to a just and important..." Angela stands there, empty coffee cup dangling from her hand by the handle. "Shit! That's it. Maybe Masterson planted those bombs to try and make the other side look crazy."
 
   "That seems like a bit of a stretch to me. I mean, a plan like that could easily backfire and badly."
 
   They looked at each other for a long moment.
 
   Angela finally spoke. "There is one other possibility. He might have just wanted us out of the picture because of who we were and what we were accomplishing in the courts."
 
   "Maybe. But I'm not buying that either. Maybe we should look into this Earth Hope Foundation more." Maddox stands up, sends a large string of text from his tablet to the wall screen. "Here's a list of all the founding members of the org. Know anybody on this list? I figure given your background, you might just have a friend who could—"
 
   "Yup, right there, James Barton."
 
   "Senator Barton? The guy nearly killed in the first bombing?"
 
   "Yeah, that's the one. I was there too. He was just a representative then, but I guess he's moved up since back in the day. I'm not completely sure he'll remember me but I can try reaching out and see if maybe he'd be willing to meet with us and give us the inside scoop on EHF."
 
   "Sounds like a good start to me." Maddox grins and Angela fights the urge to try to kiss him again. She smiles back and leaves the room to catch her breath. Things are especially unstable right now and the freedom she's been feeling the past couple of nights is beginning to overwhelm her. It isn't like she's herself right now. She knows that much. Whether that’s a good thing or not... she doesn’t know.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   "Senator Barton?"
 
   "Well hello, Miss Bane! When my secretary told me you were on the line I nearly had a heart attack. I had no idea about your Resus. I cannot tell you how happy I am to know you're among the living again!"
 
   "Well, thank you, Senator. I'm still not sure how I feel about it all but—"
 
   "Oh, you're a tough woman, Miss Bane, and the best damn environmental prosecutor this side of the goddamn planet. I cringe to think of the damage that was done when you were killed."
 
   Angela doesn't quite know how to respond. Most people don't speak so bluntly and openly about her murder but to her recollection, Barton was never one to walk on eggshells around what was on his mind. Especially when it came to the environment.
 
   "Anyway, what can I do for you, Miss Bane?"
 
   "I'm, uh, actually looking into something for a friend. Do you remember the Earth Hope Foundation?"
 
   "Well, Miss Bane, knowing you, I'm sure you've done your homework and already know I was a founding member of EHF. What about it?"
 
   "I'm actually curious about one of the other founding members—Noah Masterson—what can you tell me about him?"
 
   "Well, he's a stubborn vindictive son of a bitch, I can tell you that." Barton laughs and Angela can't help but giggle herself. 
 
   "Oh yeah?"
 
   "Oh yeah. He wanted to push EHF and all our financial backers into funding his Mars colonization. And we fought over that like hell, the two of us. I'm sure you're aware of the environmental bills I got passed in the house back then. Well, he wanted to undo everything I—hell, everything you and I worked for in those days."
 
   "I'm not surprised. But do you think... Is there any chance he might have had some connection to the Nashville Court Bomber."
 
   Long silence hangs in the digital airwaves between the two of them. "I seriously doubt it. I mean, he’s an asshole, that's for sure, but I don't think the man could possibly be a murderer. Do you?"
 
   It's Angela's turn to be silent for a time. "I'm not sure, Senator. To be honest this actually has a lot more to do with me than any friend. I just didn't want to worry you."
 
   "Are you saying what I think you're saying, Miss Bane? Do you think Masterson is responsible for..."
 
   "The Nashville Court Bombings? My murder? Maybe. I'm not sure. All I know is my partner at the time, who was also murdered—Lucas Dawson—had a lot of files on Masterson and Earth Hope and I'm not sure why."
 
   "Well, if you want... I can get a hold of some of my old EHF buddies—quietly of course, I won't mention you at all—and see what I can dig up?"
 
   "Oh, that would be wonderful, Senator. I don't know how I can ever thank you."
 
   "Oh, there's no need. If anything consider this my thank you for helping me that day at the court house. And for all the great work you accomplished for the future of our planet."
 
   A large smile grows on Angela's face.
 
   "Do you miss it?"
 
   "Oh yeah. Every day."
 
   "You ever going to get back in the trenches with me? I'm up to my ears in corporate lobbyists trying to fill my pockets with blood money to get me to step away from my soapbox."
 
   "I'm not sure. Of anything right now. I'm still adjusting to a lot."
 
   "I bet you are. I'm so sorry for what happened to you. Sincerely. I wish I could take it back somehow. But, I'll get in touch with some old friends and get back with you when I have something worth relaying, okay?"
 
   "I'll keep an ear out for you. You know my number."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Angela and Maddox spend the rest of the day going through the remainder of Dawson's files and organizing any potentially pertinent info. Several times throughout the day, Angela feels that sense of guilt again. For Dawson. And the grief of his loss. Shortly before her backup she had ended things with him. He agreed to be friends but he wasn't very good at it. She found herself fighting to stay away from him as much as possible in order to keep from falling under his spell again. He was one of the most charming men she had ever met. She smiles thinking about him as she sifts through files that he created, wondering how things might have turned out if they hadn't both been murdered. 
 
   Would they have ended up together? Or would she have had to find another freelancer to do her bidding to keep things from getting too out of control? Or eventually would he have taken the hint and behaved professionally and her and Jordan have lived out their lives together till now, gray and happy and still in love. 
 
   She isn't sure she even knows what love is anymore. Life is so full of confliction. Death and rebirth is even worse. At least it is for her. When she broke things off with Dawson she had every intention of making things work with Jordan. But when she woke up in that hospital something had changed in her. Or had everything changed? She isn't sure. All she knows now is that whoever Angela Bane had been before, even though she shares quite a lot in common with her, she isn't that person anymore. Every tie that had connected her to another human being was broken when she was murdered somehow. Her father had died, Dawson had been killed, and Jordan... Jordan had been lost in time, bitter over an affair she never got a chance to redeem herself from.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The call comes over Maddox's Synapath and he gestures it to Angela's wall screen. Subject found dead with a high level of radiation present in the body. Resuscitation impossible. Evidence includes a handwritten suicide note claiming responsibility for the Nashville Court bombings and the murders of Angela Bane and Lucas Dawson. Identification on the body is for one Jordan Reginald Chandler.
 
   "Oh my God..." Before she can stop herself, Angela falls to her knees and shrinks into herself.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Angela sits on the couch, staring at nothing. She wonders if all this time she's simply been lying to herself. She follows the cracks in the hardwood floor at her feet as the vague echoes of Maddox's voice come in from the other room. Whoever he's talking to, he's not happy with them. The call goes on for another five minutes or so before Maddox steps into the living room.
 
   "You're not going to like this any bit more than I do but..."—he sits down next to her, his shoulders hanging with defeat. "They denied my request for the image search on account of Jordan's suicide note. Apparently, one of the detectives called into the scene found some other evidence to help link Jordan to both the bombings and..."
 
   "Like what? Physical evidence?"
 
   "Yeah, electronic parts consistent with the bombs and a gun that matches the caliber etc. of the one that shot you and Dawson."
 
   “You don’t think he actually...”
 
   “You’re sure there’s no way he could have been the man from your dream?”
 
   Angela thinks for a long moment, considering the slight possibility, and then shakes her head. “No, I would have recognized him. The chin, that smile. No way that was Jordan.”
 
   Maddox nods. “Okay. So, in that case, no, I don’t believe it was Jordan. Which means someone planted that stuff in his apartment.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   "Angela, I just heard the news, I'm so sorry for your loss and... I just don't know what to say. I'm so sorry for what you're going through right now. I don't think I can even remotely understand," Senator Barton says over the Mind-fi line. 
 
   "Thank you, Senator. I don't quite know what to say. I've been trying to make sense of it all for the past few days and I just keep coming up short. I don't get it."
 
   "I went ahead and told my friends from EHF not to worry about that query you had me pass along to them. With this new development..." Barton sighs and then says, "I'm just so sorry, Angela."
 
   Angela tenses up. "Actually, Senator, could you maybe check anyway? I don't believe Jordan did what they're saying he did. I just..."
 
   "No, no, no, Angela, I understand. It's perfectly understandable. I'll get back in touch with my friends and see what I can find out."
 
   "Thank you so much, Senator. Oh and one more thing. Did you know a Charles Johnson from EHF?"
 
   "Charles Johnson... Charles Johnson... The name sounds familiar. I just might have, why?"
 
   "His name came up in one of Dawson's files. He was a known environmental activist. I think he may be connected to Masterson somehow. He certainly seems like he could have been in on the bombings from looking over his criminal record."
 
   "I see. If he's who I'm thinking of, I wasn't aware of that. I remember there was a strong presence about the man, but I didn't think he was dangerous. But then... What do I know? Especially in this day and age?"
 
   Angela smiles. "Again, I'm not sure how I can ever thank you, regardless of what you may think you owe me."
 
   "On the contrary, Miss Bane, I don't think I owe you." He lets a long silence fill up the space before his next words. "I know it."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Angela and Maddox step out from the Autocab and without a word, head toward Centennial Park. In about six minutes, Noah Masterson will be giving a press conference expected to be connected to Mastersoncorp’s Mars immigration project that’s been mostly kept under wraps. As the huge towering structure of the old Parthenon replica building comes into view, so do the large gathering crowds of people and reporters. Angela nearly staggers at the sight of the building. The last time she had seen it, now over twenty years ago, it had been in tatters. But apparently some new project had been made of restoring it back to its previous condition.
 
   Masterson steps up to the podium and taps into the mic as reporters and cameramen take their places in front of him. Angela grabs Maddox’s hand and pulls him along faster as they make their way to the edge of the large gathered crowd. Shoving her way through people, she finds a close spot where they have a good view of the senator. At first he doesn’t notice the two of them and the time comes for him to start the conference.
 
   He looks across the sea of people and smiles warmly. “It’s my unique and privileged pleasure to announce the details of the very first effort of mankind to begin migrating, mining, colonizing, and settling on the surface of Mars!”
 
   The crowd roars with applause. Masterson waves his hands and calls for people to quiet so he can continue and before long they do as he asks. “Some of you already know that, over the past three decades, enough supplies have now been sent to Mars to sustain the needs of this first historic mission. But what you don’t know—what NASA, about a dozen government agencies, and my company, Mastersoncorp, has kept a tight lid on—is that we have already built the first prototype,” he points up to the sky, “up in space, of a shuttle that will take one thousand people on a two year journey to the red planet!”
 
   The applause is twice as deafening this time and in a moment of recognition, Masterson locks eyes with Angela for a long moment, then gives her a dark smile and winks at her. The air around Angela chills and the sounds of the people around her fade into the background. She feels faint. Fury overwhelms her and she nearly erupts forward, but Maddox grabs hold of her before she can take more than a single step. “Did you see that? Did you see him smile at me—wink at me?” She yells over the now-chanting crowd. 
 
   “MAS-TER-SON!
 
   “MAS-TER-SON!
 
   “MAS-TER-SON!”
 
   “Yeah, I saw it, but now is not the time or the place. Besides, we don’t have any real evidence yet. We have got to keep control of ourselves and do this the right way.”
 
   Angela finally stops fighting Maddox’s grip but only after a few more quick pulls. She slacks in his arms and he guides her out of the crowd and across the street. When it’s finally clear she’ll no longer try and go after the man, Maddox lets go of her and she stands watching, eyes full of fury, as Masterson continues to detail his plan for Mars domination. “I swear to God I’m going to make sure you pay for what you did.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That evening when Angela and Maddox get back to Angela’s condo, she immediately lets go of the words she’s been holding on to for the past two days since she found out about Jordan. “I don’t think I’m ready for whatever is happening between us. I’m sorry if I’ve led you on or... I’m just going through more than I could ever truly express and you have done more than I could ever thank you for to help me. But... I’m just not ready for what’s happening between us to go any further.”
 
   Maddox stands there, body stiff, and stares for a long moment. “I understand.”
 
   “Good. I’m glad you do, but I wish things weren’t like they are, I wish we could have met under better circumstances. And who knows... maybe I’ll feel differently once I’ve had some time to myself. Maybe I’ll be able to work out my problems. But I wanted to tell you tonight before anything has a chance to happen...”
 
   “It’s okay. I’ll tell you what. I’ll sleep on the couch and make sure you’re safe—”
 
   “No. I don’t think that’s a good idea. I appreciate you offering and making sure I got home safe and everything, really, but I think it’s best if you go for tonight.”
 
   Maddox turns away. “Yeah, okay. If that’s what you want.” He walks out the door and shuts it gently without saying goodbye. Silence fills the room as Angela stands there for a long time watching the door, unsure if she wants him to walk back through or if she’s just shocked that he didn’t say goodbye. Finally she walks up and locks it and turns to face the lonely apartment. She knows there’s a possibility she’s not safe here. But something inside her refuses to leave, to hide. And though she also knows she should have let Maddox stay just in case she were to have any unexpected company. She can't imagine she wouldn’t have invited him into her bed again tonight if he had stayed. She's just too vulnerable right now. And she hates herself for that. A part of her wants for some thug of Masterson’s to break in tonight and end everything. Maybe the prick would make sure and do it right this time.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Maddox watches from his car as Angela’s light goes out about two thirds of the way up the condominium’s base. He sits there, a hot cup of coffee cradled between his legs, his tablet docked on the dash with Charles Johnson's file open, and his gun at his side. If anyone makes a move toward that building, he'll know it. He left body trackers in the elevator, in the lobby, in every hallway and stairway on his way down. If anyone comes near her, he’ll have eyes on them before they have a chance to do anything to hurt her. He takes a long gulp of his coffee and sighs. He knew it was too good to be true. He’d also known better than to let his emotions, his interest in her, get the better of him and taint his good judgment. He thinks about that night they shared together and realizes that he feels nothing even remotely resembling guilt. His feelings won't be changing any time soon. He'll either be in for more emotional beat down or maybe, just maybe, things will turn around. 
 
   Either way, he knows one thing beyond a shadow of a doubt. He won't let anything bad happen to her. With or without him, he'll make sure she is able to make the most of this second chance she’s been granted.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   It hadn't been easy, but Maddox had managed to call in a favor with another detective he had worked with several years ago in East Nashville. Joey Romano is a good cop and a good friend and about one of the only people Maddox can trust to watch out for Angela while he tracks down the hunch stirring in his gut. "Man, I can't thank you enough. After this, we're way more than square, old buddy."
 
   Joey takes a drag on his cigarette, grins with that knowing kind of smile and slaps Maddox on the back. "Got her hooks in you, eh, Maddie?"
 
   Maddox lets a small grin of his own loose from the otherwise tight features of his face and simply takes hold of Joey's arm and pulls his friend in for a hug. "Just remember, anybody goes up there, doesn't live there, doesn't check out, I don't care if they look like the fuckin' cable guy, I want you hot on their ass, you got me, pal?"
 
   "Yeah, yeah, Maddie, I got you just fine. And I'm gonna hold you to your word, you know. Square is square, asshole." He laughs as Maddox walks away, his grin doubled in size and uncontrollably still growing. He nods and then gets in his car and starts the engine. The last sliver of the sun glares into his rearview mirror. He puts the car in drive and watches the tall condominium shrink away behind him. Then, he's lost in a sea of traffic.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Barely a footnote inside Johnson's file, Maddox happened upon a small but interesting detail. Back in the days of Earth Hope, Johnson had been in charge of maintenance on the foundation's headquarters, a small office building in downtown Nashville, just across from a couple of towering major bank skyscrapers. The building had since not been sold and continued to sit unkempt until about six months ago when it was officially listed as condemned. And as of yet, the city hasn't managed to get around to having the building demolished. Flipping through the digital pages, sitting in his car in a parking garage across the street from the old building, Maddox wonders why no one has bothered to look for Johnson in this place. 
 
   Sure, it's highly possible that Johnson had gotten on the first plane to Nicaragua immediately after the last bombing, which was, conveniently within days of the filing of the official missing persons report with his name on it. And whose name was signed on that report? Noah Masterson's, of course. Maddox sighs. He pulls out his gun and makes sure it's fully loaded. Once he's reinserted the clip and put it back away, he gets out of the car and starts for the condemned building. The dissonant contrast between the dark shadows of the garage and the blinding neon lights outside in the streets of Nash Vegas is staggering. Maddox nearly walks out in front of oncoming traffic, the blur of phantom glow is so distracting to his vision. 
 
   When he manages to get across the street in one piece, he slips around the side of the building down a tiny narrow alleyway. Trash and vomit and dead animals litter the small corridor as he makes his way toward the back of the building. He has no idea if there even is a back door, but he has a feeling there is. No one like Johnson would pick a place this out in the open if it didn't. When the side wall comes to an end at an adjacent alleyway, Maddox looks over and finds the way in he's been hoping for. He double checks that no one is behind him or hanging around behind the building before he goes any further. With no one else around, he decides now is as good a time as ever. 
 
   He comes to the tall wooden dilapidated door and finds it easily willing to let him inside. He pulls it open and steps into the building. He can't see anything at first, but the loud echo of his solitary soft footstep tells him the place is mostly empty. He flips on his penlight and starts looking around. The place is mostly filled with more garbage. Graffiti litters the walls. If Johnson is here, he hasn't been the only tenant since the building's last official usage. Rats scurry around in the trash, squeaking and chewing and disappearing and reappearing at random. The elevator isn't taking anyone anywhere any time soon. Its doors barely stand, half open, two feet of gap beneath it. No matter how close Maddox gets with his penlight the depths of that gap are nothing more than black. He'll have to take the stairs. He staggers around the room in the dark, barely able to light his way until he finally finds the stairway on the far end of the building from the elevator. 
 
   He steps in something slimy on the first step then struggles to wipe whatever it is off his shoe for more than halfway up that first level. When he comes to the second, he finds it in even more ruins than the first. There are more rooms up here, but they're just as empty with that same trace of garbage and rodents littering the floors. A nasal moaning, quiet at first, then louder, shoots out from one of the floors above. Maddox takes his penlight and shines it up the next flight of stairs as he makes his way toward them. The sound continues. Someone is in a great degree of pain up there. Maybe, just maybe, he's found what he was looking for. 
 
   He steps up onto the first stair warily just in case there's another gob of goo waiting to encase his shoe again. When no such goo grabs hold of him, he steps upward. The echoing sound of the man's screeching cries sends chills up Maddox's spine as they became more and more pronounced, the voice more thick and obviously choking on something liquid. Blood probably, Maddox guesses. It isn't likely to be anything else with that kind of wail coming from a man.
 
   On the third floor, there isn't much different to find, and it's obvious the voice is still somewhere higher. Maddox takes a quick glance around the hallways and a split second peek into each of the rooms finding only more of the same. He continues onward up the next flight of steps. The voice is getting close now. He can tell by the angle and volume of its reflections that it's just around the corner at the top of the stairs. When he gets there, he finds a man, no younger than his early sixties, blood pooling around his body and spreading out. The man looks up at him with a pleading expression, hands trying to cover the gaping hole in his stomach gushing out more and more of the red liquid. He isn't Johnson though. Johnson is little over half this man's age at most. Maddox rummages around the room and finds a long dusty towel and brings it over to the man's body, wads it up as best he can and pushes it down into the man's abdomen. The man screams, blood spitting from his mouth and spattering Maddox's face. 
 
   "I'm sorry, but I have to put pressure on it or you're going to bleed to death. What happened?"
 
   The man tries to answer between quick rhythmic successive breaths. 
 
   "I"
 
   Breath.
 
   "Was"
 
   Breath.
 
   "Trying."
 
   Breath.
 
   "To"
 
   Breath.
 
   "Find."
 
   Breath.
 
   "A place."
 
   Breath.
 
   "To stay."
 
   Breath.
 
   "For the night."
 
   Breath.
 
   "Found this."
 
   Breath.
 
   "Place."
 
   Breath.
 
   "Curled up."
 
   Breath.
 
   "Went to sleep."
 
   Breath.
 
   "Woke up."
 
   Breath.
 
   "There were."
 
   Breath.
 
   "These guys."
 
   Breath.
 
   "Flashlights."
 
   Breath.
 
   "Guns."
 
   Breath.
 
   "Looking for something."
 
   Breath.
 
   "Shot me."
 
   Breath.
 
   "Left."
 
   The man's breathing speeds up at that point and before he can say another word his eyes roll in the back of his head and he begins to convulse. Foamy saliva curls up in a wave from his lips and he shakes violently for a quick moment and then just as quickly stops moving at all. Maddox gets up to his feet and takes one last long look at the man and then pulls out a handkerchief and wipes the blood off his hands the best he can. He sighs. The possibility that it could have been Johnson and some of his buddies crosses Maddox's mind and he almost gives up the search and leaves. But he isn't going to leave things like this. He has to try to find the man. He might be the only key to finding evidence against Masterson.
 
   Maddox calls in for the morgue to come and pick up the man lying on the floor and makes his way upstairs. He tries not to think about the fact that that man won't get the same second chance that Angela got. That most people get now a days. The thing that separates him from the ones who such a simple death would be recoverable from comes down to simple economics. The man is homeless and likely has no money to speak of. And so he will leave this world the same way. Homeless and penniless. 
 
   The stink of death creeps into Maddox's nose and he knows it's far too soon for the man downstairs to have rotted enough to notice. He picks up his pace and follows the sweet thick overwhelming stench. It's so strong it would be easy now to literally follow his nose to find the source of it. 
 
   At the end of a hallway on the fourth floor, Maddox finds what he was looking for. He can't make out the man's face from the amount of decay that's set in, but the Tennessee driver's license in the man's wallet gives it away. And the body, riddled with bullet holes, matches the height and other specifics he knows about Johnson enough so that Maddox is pretty sure a DNA test will only confirm what he already believes. He drops the wallet, license and all, on the dead man's chest and turns and walks away. He found what he was looking for and the hell if he was going to stay in this condemned building full of trash and death and rats. He calls in a homicide from his Synapath and starts back down the stairs. Whoever killed Johnson did it some time ago. Maybe not as long ago as Angela's death, but it's hard not to see some kind of connection now. Angela, Dawson, and this Johnson fellow had all apparently died to cover up the same thing. 
 
   The Nashville city court bombings.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A knock at the door sends a stiffness through Angela's body. She waits, still as stone for a long moment, worrying, wondering who could be at the door. She's just about to panic when a text comes through her Synapath. Angela, it's me, Maddox. We need to talk.
 
   She looks through the peephole and sure enough it's him, standing out there, a concerned and frustrated look on his face. She opens the door and welcomes him inside. He walks in and she closes the door behind him, locks it again.
 
   "I found Johnson. Dead as a doornail. Body was in the old Earth Hope building."
 
   Angela nods. "I'm not surprised. He would have been a liability, same as me and Dawson. Better to get us all out of the way and leave nothing to tie him to the bombings." She sobs then. "But Jordan..."
 
   Maddox steps closer to her, a hand out for her to take.
 
   "He didn't know anything. He didn't have to die." She takes Maddox's hand and squeezes. "His funeral is tomorrow. I hate to ask this... Especially after what I said last night... But do you think you could go with me?"
 
   Maddox nods. "Of course. Don't worry about it."
 
   "I still can't believe he's dead." Angela crumbles in place and Maddox moves closer still and the two embrace. Her arms pull his body close. It feels like a life jacket thrown in from the shore and her mouth, pressing against the side of his neck, finds it's way up in soft sensual kisses. 
 
   "Are you sure this is what you want?"
 
   "Yes." She blurts the words out between wet hungry kisses up the side of his neck. More sure than anything else in this shitty godforsaken world.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Rain falls in a soft mist over the graveyard. They stand in a crowd around the steel blue coffin raised up above the gaping hole in the ground where it will soon be set to rest forever. When the time comes and everyone seems to be in their places, the pastor begins to speak.
 
   "Brothers and sisters, we have come together today to remember before God the life of Jordan Chandler. To bless his body and commend him to God's keeping. We are also here in sympathy and love to comfort those he has left behind to mourn with a proclamation of hope. Through God's promise that dying in Christ, we may rise again in Christ to life eternal."
 
   Angela erupts into sobbing at the uttering of those words. Maddox tries to comfort her, but the floodgates have opened and now there will be no return for a time. The rest of the procession goes by in a blur and before long, she finds herself in front of an open grave dropping flowers down over Jordan's final resting place. 
 
   She mouths the word, "Goodbye," and, as dirt is dropped down on the coffin by men Angela doesn't recognize, she turns and walks back to Maddox's side. When it's over, the two walk back to his car, slowly stepping their way through the graveyard as they go. In the car, they sit in silence for a long time before Maddox starts the engine and puts the vehicle in gear. As they turn out onto the road, there's a sound from the backseat and before Maddox can even manage to look over his shoulder, Angela gasps.
 
   In the rearview mirror, a man in a mask rises up from behind their seats, gun in hand, pointed directly at Angela's head. "You make any wrong moves and I'll blow her fucking brains all over your lovely leather interior. Hand me your gun, barrel pointed away from me."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Maddox pulls the car into the lot of the old abandoned printing press where the man in the mask directed them to go. He parks behind the building, just as the man told him to and kills the engine and sits waiting.
 
   "Now, we're going to all get out of the car at the same time, do you both understand?"
 
   They nod.
 
   "Good. I'm going to count to three."
 
   Angela nods, a whimper escaping her. Maddox simply speaks under his breath, "Yes."
 
   "All right. Now, remember, I'm not stupid and I know neither are you. Don't treat me like I'm stupid and don't do anything stupid." The man waits for his words to sink in and then starts to count. "One..." Angela clenches her eyes shut. She's trembling. Memories from her murder flash into her mind. She takes a deep breath and exhales.
 
   "Two..." The stillness in the car is becoming a thing of its own weight and mass. 
 
   "Three."
 
   All three car doors open and each of them take one step out onto the pavement and then follow with another step and, in an unexpected blur of movement, Maddox slams the back door into the man, knocking him against the side of the car and in one big loud crack, a shot goes off and Maddox falls to the ground. Angela cries out.
 
   "Shut the fuck up." She's breathing through her teeth now, trying to keep from screaming again. From her vantage point, she can't see Maddox and has no idea if he's alive or dead. She moans from behind clenched teeth and the man with the mask turns and points the gun at her. "I said shut. The fuck. Up."
 
   Angela fights to keep back the rage and terror trying to claw its way out of her mouth. She looks down at her feet and tries to clear her mind. As she stares at the ground there's a rustling and then her hands are pulled behind her back and roughly tied together. Without warning, something small and hard slams into the back of her head and darkness takes her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The world warps and bends around Angela's cold stiff body. Fog floats up from her lips and becomes ice crystals that fall down over her chin and freeze to her face. The sky above is a deep dark shade of crimson dotted with the pointed shapes of crows flapping their wings harder and harder as they fly overhead in slow motion. Beneath the sky, a building surrounds her broken body and she realizes there's no roof in existence in this place. Two worlds seem to be colliding before her. A man stands over her body. She knows that half of what she's experiencing is dream, but she's not sure about the other half. That other world. Is it the one where her body truly and physically exists? She isn't sure.
 
   A mirror floats above her, one long thick crack sliding down the middle reflecting her image back to her in two pieces cut long ways. One eye on one side is brown and human, the eye on the other side lights up in neon green and circuits spread out from it all across her body only on the one side of the mirror. There's a flash of lightning and then the man steps closer looking down over her body. He doesn't seem to recognize that she can see him. The black, hole-ripped mask covering his face looks like an old shirt or a rag. Someone else walks up then, from her inner world. He walks out of the red sky, as if he was made to float on it. Black wings, like leather, unfold and spread out from his body. She can see his face now and at the recognition of it, tears fall down the sides of her face and slide into her ears, tickling her flesh there. 
 
   Maddox swoops down with a grace well beyond any he had in life. Again, she sobs at the realization that he's probably dead now. Dead just like Jordan. Just like Dawson. The other man seems to notice her now. He leans down in front of her and begins to speak.
 
   "I'm guessing that little tranquilizer I gave you is starting to wear off now. Welcome back to reality." He grins from behind the mask. "I know, I know. You probably really don't want to come back all things considered... I bet you're wishing you'd never come back at all the first time by now. And trust me... If I had my way, you wouldn't have either, let me tell you." He pulls off his mask then and stares at her long and hard, that same grin still on his lips. And as the red sky melts behind him, something inside Angela is screaming at the man, clawing out his eyes, though James Barton sits there none the worse for wear and at the recognition in her eyes, he lets out a good long hearty laugh.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Barton pulls Angela up to a sitting position and drags her over to the wall. As her body skids against the concrete floor, she bumps into a pair of feet and looks over to find Maddox crumpled on the floor, blood leaking from his chest, eyes closed, and hands tied behind his back. She still can't quite tell if he's alive or dead but she lets hope wash over her. Clings to it with all she has. Barton notices where her eyes are pointed and he walks up to the body. "Oh, don't worry, Miss Bane, our friend Detective Maddox won't be interfering with our business at all. He might just still be alive by a slight margin, but only slight." He then kicks Maddox full on in the gut in a demonstration of how unresponsive he is. Maddox's body lurches with the kick but only involuntarily. Nothing in that movement spells out consciousness of any kind.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Angela wakes up tied to a chair, mouth taped shut. Barton stands over her, a long knife in his hand pointed down at her, an expression much more of anger than humor now. He kneels down in front of her and pokes at her collar gently with the point of the blade. "We wouldn't even be here if you hadn't gotten so goddamn curious and sent that little pretty boyfriend of yours out on a wild goose chase for the mysterious Nashville Court Bomber.
 
   "We could both be working together to make this world a better place. But no... you had to go and put your nose where it doesn't belong. So, now, here we are. Only not for much longer. In a little while, once I have what I need, I'll be alone again and that's unfortunate, but I can live with it. 
 
   "It sucks though, we really were on the same side, even if you probably won't admit that now. Johnson was also on the same side. We made a great team, he and I. He had a knowledge of explosives, I had a means to get inside the court buildings, and well... we both had the determination to make a real difference. But you wouldn't know what that's like, would you, Miss Bane?"
 
   He slides the knife down along her shoulder and down her arm and then across her chest, careful to slide it perfectly along the curves of her breasts. "But Johnson got a bit too zealous and I was starting to make more progress from a place of power. He didn't like the lack of body count that came with making progress that way, so I put an end to that complication. But I'm getting ahead of myself... first there was you and what's his name? Dayton? Denton? Draper? Oh whatever, it doesn't matter now. He's fucking dead and here in a minute you will be too."
 
   He slides the blade up to her neck. "What I need to know from you is how in the fuck did you manage to get your contract with Immortal Coil extended when you were fucking dead? Huh?"
 
   He looks into her eyes with an honest curiosity blended with fury. "Well?"
 
   Angela shakes her head left and right.
 
   "Oh yeah, I suppose there's a matter of your sealed mouth to deal with." He reaches forward and rips the tape from her mouth in an excruciatingly long and rough pull as the wrapped tape gives a bit of a fight. Angela screams immediately and just as quickly Barton punches her in the face with one good hard deck. 
 
   She sits there afterward, body leaning on the ropes holding her back, lip busted and bleeding. Barton screams at her, "Well, are you going to tell me what I want to know or am I going to have to drag this out all fucking night? Trust me, you don't want that. I can be your friend, I can make it quick and painless but if I have to drag it out, you're going to feel every kind of pain imaginable and it's going to feel like an eternity, do you fucking hear me?"
 
   Angela is sobbing again, trying to work her lips into words that probably aren't going to help her anyway, but she manages to blurt out something akin to syllables, "I bone boe."
 
   "I'm sorry, I'm not sure I heard you right. It sounded like you might have said, 'I don't know' but I know you're not that fucking stupid, so let me give you another chance here. I'll start over. Why did you of all people end up on that operating table? Who paid Immortal Coil to bring you back? Someone fucking had to do it and it sure as hell wasn't you because you were fucking dead as I said before." He brings the knife up to her face then and lets the blade slide just a thin sliver into her flesh up the side of her cheek. She's breathing harder than she ever has in her life and blood is dribbling down in a thin line from the slit he's making in her face. She takes a deep breath and pulls her lip up to try and speak more clearly though she knows it's not what he wants to hear.
 
   "I don't know who did it. I don't know and I don't know why."
 
   Barton brings the blade up taking a chunk of her hair from her head and just as quickly throws her a punch with his other hand. This time it hits her cheek bone just above the slice in her skin and she feels something jar in her vision.
 
   "I don't know, I swear!" she screams.
 
   "I don't have patience for this, Miss Bane. It's only going to get worse for you the more you lie to me."
 
   "I'm not lying, I swear, I don't know, I tried to find out at the hospital and no one would give me a straight answer. Please, you have to believe me."
 
   "No, Miss Bane, you're not getting the bigger picture. I don't have to believe anything. Do you think I'm fucking stupid?"
 
   Barton takes her left arm and pulls it out from the restraints just enough to bare a portion of her flesh. He leans down and slides the knife along the length of her forearm leaving a long gash that immediately begins to gush blood. Angela nearly faints from the dizziness that comes from that open bleeding wound but she manages to stay somewhat alert. 
 
   "Now... You're going to have a very hard time surviving this and ultimately, once your dead, I'll make sure you don't pop up again and make more fucking trouble. So why not just get it over with and tell me what I want to know and I'll make it go quicker, even give you a little something to make it nice and warm and fuzzy. Yeah?"
 
   Angela's face is a contorted mess of blood, phlegm, and slobber. "I really don't know anything. I just don't, I don't I don't I don't." She begins to wail with emotion. Her arm is split open, a man she's grown to care strongly about lies possibly dead, and a man she thought was one of the last great human beings is torturing her and revealing himself to be a murderer—her murderer no less—and he's about to kill her all over again.
 
   Barton sighs. "You know what, Miss Bane, I think you just might be telling me the truth."
 
   Angela sits there, head hanging in utter hopelessness.
 
   "It's too bad really, because I can't be sure and I'm just going to have to continue to drag this out, I guess. So, if you are telling me the truth, please do forgive me for what I'm about to do." He smiles and leans forward with the knife again and right as his blade is hovering just over her flesh, there's a loud crash from somewhere outside. Their eyes meet for a moment and Barton smiles. "You wait right here, Miss Bane."
 
   He walks toward the front entrance, turns back for a moment and smiles.
 
   Gunfire erupts from somewhere on the far end of the building, blasting its way toward the place where Barton stands. He ducks down, pulls out his own gun and begins to return fire.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Gunfire lighting up the otherwise darkened room around her, Angela puts all her strength into trying to pull at the ties that hold her hands behind her back. No dice. She pulls and pulls and screams with the pain of it. Still it doesn't give. Down beside her feet she can see Maddox's body lying still and she works up the courage to try something else. She begins rocking the chair side to side over and over again. The chair begins to sway as she pivots back and forth. The dizziness of her bleeding forearm nearly sends her careening down a kaleidoscope of blurry darkness, but she fights it and then the world tumbles out from under her and she finds herself lying on the floor facing Maddox's shoulder.
 
   She's just about to try pulling at her restraints again when a sudden succession of footsteps come up behind her and there's a tug on her arms that causes her to scream in agony. "Now, now, Miss Bane, I need you here with me." He cuts her arms and legs free then picks her up and pulls her in front of him, presses his gun up into her neck underneath her chin.
 
   "Come any closer and I'll paint this room with her fucking cranium, do you goddamn understand me?" His voice ricochets off of the far wall and only the echo answers him. "Now, I'm going to start making my way toward the door. And I'm going to take Miss Bane with me and get in her boyfriend's car. We're going to go for a little drive. If I so much as see headlights in the rearview mirror, I'll send her head rolling out the window. Do we have an understanding?"
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Everything around Angela is spinning now. She's afraid to know how much blood she's lost and the way the edge of every corner, every line is blurring, she's pretty sure she lost too much. Somewhere far away, Barton is screaming at whoever waits, lurking in the dark corner of the building.  Other voices yell back and the sheer speed at which it all circles around Angela is frightening.
 
   Men walk forward, coming into view now. They're not police officers and Angela doesn't recognize them but somehow Barton seems to understand now, even though he doesn't let Angela in on the joke. The men lay down their weapons and Barton's grinning from ear to ear. Just then there's a crack like thunder and Barton falls to the floor in a circling dive and there's now no one to hold Angela up on her feet anymore. Her body turns as well and there's Maddox half standing, half leaning on some invisible crutch, gun pointed at where Barton had been standing. But he only stands there a moment because the next second his body lurches with each of three loud explosions from the barrel of Barton's gun as he rolls around on the ground. Angela screams as Maddox's body, broken and bleeding, falls into a heap once more. 
 
   Barton tries to rise up on his feet, but he's slipping on the blood pouring out of his body and all over the concrete and then Maddox is leaning forward, gun raised and then one single bullet flies out from the chamber in a burst of orange fire hitting Barton right in the eye. His face slaps against the blood-covered floor and Barton isn't slipping anymore.
 
   Angela falls to the floor herself and crawls her way over to Maddox and cradles his head in her arms. He smiles up at her, eyes glassy and fading. She cries to him, "Please, Maddox, please!" Her own blood is still spilling out all over his body and she sobs with the horror of it all as black liquid starts to come bubbling up from the back of Maddox's throat and he begins to choke. Voices are chiming in all around them, men and women rushing in to secure the scene, to take the two of them to safety, to make everything better. And then the dizziness takes on a whole new level and darkness swirls around her vision until it's all she can see and consciousness takes its leave.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A world of light erupts in one full color burst and Angela opens her eyes. She can feel the tubes connected to her body and hear the monotonous beep of a heart monitor. And just as quickly as she realizes she's okay and in the hospital, she remembers that Maddox is dead. Tears quickly stream from her eyelids and she fights to keep from hyperventilating. 
 
   Now more than ever, she wishes it would all go away. Wishes she had died for once and for all back in that parking garage twenty-two years ago. But here she is still breathing, heart still beating. She thinks about how much the world has changed, how the one man she thought was truly fighting on her side who could make some of those changes was now dead, had tried to kill her twice. And there was still the question of who had come to her rescue in that building and who had paid Immortal Coil Labs to keep her body for decades longer than they had to and who made sure she was the first to be brought back from such a horrendous death. 
 
   It wasn't like it mattered who. She wasn't thankful at all for what she had been given. She wanted to give it all back. Would have given it all back if she'd ever had a choice.  She thought about her time with Maddox and then felt guilty for wanting to give up that time. But what did even that matter now. If she hadn't come back from the depths of hell, Maddox would still be alive. The nurse comes in for a moment and looks Angela over. "You look awful miserable, Miss Bane. You really need some more rest, so I'm just gonna..." She pushes a button on the machine standing next to Angela. All of a sudden the room is taking on a softness all around her. Everything becomes fuzzy in a warm and comfortable kind of way until it all fades out of existence and into some cozy darkness where pain doesn't exist.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Angela wakes up to find a familiar but confusing face watching her. Noah Masterson stands, leaning against the wall next to her bed, with a pleasant smile on his face. "Hi, Angela. I do hope you don't mind if I call you Angela?" She doesn't answer, just stares dumbly. "I'll take that as a no. You see, Angela, I've been wanting so badly to meet you for so very long. I very much admire the work you've done toward saving the environment back in your day. Contrary to what some might believe, I don't want to give up hope on Mother Earth just yet, however, I'm also a realist who thinks a smart race prepares itself for any and all potential outcomes. No matter how dire those outcomes might be. And I'm sure you of all people know just how dire things could be if we can't manage to reverse the drastic changes in our climate—anyway, I didn't come here to lecture you on what you already know more than most.
 
   "I came here to express my deep gratitude for your work, for doing what I long hoped you would do, if given the chance, taking down that bastard and putting a stop to the horrible things he was doing—"
 
   "I don't understand."
 
   Masterson stood up straight and walked over to Angela's bedside. "I had my suspicions about Barton way back before he came after you. I knew he was somehow connected to the bombings but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't find any proof. And, I'll be honest, Miss Bane, I've been far more wrapped up in this Mars immigration project to do anything of substance toward some kind of investigation. And when I heard you were murdered, I guessed who and why and I paid ICL to extend your stasis time indefinitely and to bump you up on any potential new Resus procedures geared toward those with horrendous injuries. They were more than happy to keep you on ice beyond the original contract and to provide you first place in any cutting edge new Resus procedures that might be able to bring you back. And so... Here we are."
 
   Angela forced a smile but it didn't last. "You'll have to forgive me if I don't feel quite so happy about this arrangement. And just what in the hell did you get out of it, anyway?"
 
   "Well, Barton out of the way, for one. Also, as I said, I admire your work and I think together we could make a hell of a team from the best of both worlds—no pun intended."
 
   "I'm not so sure I think that will work."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Well, we obviously have two very different outlooks on things for one. For another, I don't trust you. I saw some of your handiwork when the eco wars started. Saw how quickly you managed to buy off your enemies or blackmail them. Which brings up a question. Why didn't you just make a move against Barton back when you first connected him with the Nashville Court Bomber?"
 
   "Miss Bane, there's a fine line between suspecting someone and having evidence that would hold up in court. I knew you would find the evidence if it was out there. And besides, Barton was gaining the kind of power I couldn't stand up against."
 
   "I guess you do have a habit of depending on outside sources with some kind of fanciful hope or faith to fix everything."
 
   "Now, that hurts, Miss Bane. That hurts a great deal. The world is a dirty place. And one that I sometimes have a hard time understanding. Remind me again just what it is about this Earth that you feel is worth Resuscitating?"
 
   "Well, you did have me Resuscitated, Mr. Masterson."
 
   "Touché, Miss Bane. Touché indeed. I'll be leaving now, so you can get some rest. I'm terribly sorry if my actions have been complicated for you. But I want you to know, I do strongly believe we would make a great team and I did know you would do the right thing when it came to Barton. The two of you might have been on the same side, but I saw the madness within him and now you have too. Perhaps you'll accept a token of my appreciation in the form of a very special gift?"
 
   Angela, head growing foggy from the drugs currently pumping through her system, merely looks up from the slur her head has managed to slide down into. 
 
   "Good evening, Miss Bane. And again... Whether you want me to or not, I thank you."
 
   And with that, Masterson leaves the room. Deep inside, something old sparks to life within Angela. She knows now without a doubt that she's still the same person she was before her murder. She knows this because of the burning desire within her to get back to work doing what he's always been so great at. After all, the world won't save itself and it's not like there's any other place she would rather go.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Jonathan Maddox wakes up to the sound of machines bringing him back to life. It doesn't take him long to realize that he's been Resuscitated to his most recent backup. Just moments before he had been doing his daily routine, helping to keep order in an otherwise disordered universe. But now, he can feel the weight of something missing from that life. Something marvelous. When he's had his rest in recovery and he can finally have visitors, the most peculiar and unexpected person walks into his room and amazement strikes his heart at once. 
 
   He remembers her face from the reports. Angela Bane, that star environmental prosecutor who had taken down more crooked corporations than any other before her or since. And now she's sitting beside his bed and staring at him with an odd expression on her face.
 
   "They tell me you won't remember me... At least not alive me. We met just a few short weeks ago and your last backup procedure was back in January."
 
   Maddox just stares in her eyes, anticipating the mystery this woman is presenting to him now.
 
   "I know you don't remember, but I can't thank you enough for helping me catch my killer and saving my life. Even if I'm still not quite so sure it should have been saved."
 
   Maddox wants to speak up, wants to tell her it's okay, that she should want to live, but something holds his voice back and instead he continues to stare, dumbfounded. Angela reaches out and takes his hand in hers. "I know it'll take some time to catch you up with what you've missed, but I want you to know I'll be right here by your side."
 
   Maddox's face reddens with the awkwardness of the situation. Looking in Angela's eyes, he knows there was something between them and he can sense the ease in which he could certainly fall in love with such a woman. He takes a long deep breath and smiles. "Thank you for coming."
 
   He lies back in his bed to try and quell the pain in his body and he thinks to himself how wonderfully grateful he is for second chances.
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